Diary – Sunday 29 January 2006

On Sunday we headed out to Telavi which is in the north-east of Georgia and about 3 hours drive away.  Telavi is the administrative centre of this region.  I had been a little nervous about driving outside of Tblisi but as we left the capital the roads improved, they were much clearer of snow and better surfaced.  Although it was very cold the sun was shining brightly and the journey was a pleasure because of the beautiful scenery all around us.  In no time we were in the countryside and the views were spectacular.  All around were forests and ahead of us the magnificent Caucasian mountains.  There was thick snow everywhere which was still white and unspoilt and the green of the forests grew out of it.  It got better and better as we headed higher towards the mountains.  We past several small villages along the way, nothing more than small hamlets with a scattering of houses.  Many of these houses were built in a traditional way which is out of what looks like large pebbles.  The nearest thing I can liken it to is dry stone walling with cement between the pebbles.  The scenery all along the way was some of the most picturesque I have ever seen.  I persuaded our driver Nik to stop at one point and let me out to take a photograph – I stepped out of the car and the snow came up to my knees.  I would have liked to take lots more photographs but I don’t think a camera could capture the beauty and magic of the place and I think Nik wanted to get on with the journey.

We past several roadside stalls selling a selection of goods.  There were not many cars on the road and these stalls were set up individually and not close to villages so I wondered who their customers were.  Some were selling oil, one enterprising man was selling shovels and pick-axes – much needed at the moment.  The most bizarre of all, and I saw several of these, had huge hams hanging from them, like you see in Italian delicatessens.  As we travelled on the roads started to get icy again.  Nik gave up driving on the right and moved from side to side depending on which side had less icy.  As we got deeper into the countryside we saw several people with donkeys and carts collecting fallen branches – wood is the main form of heating in these areas.  Nearer the villages I saw people with wheelbarrows laden with wood they had collected and one old lady with her walking stick in one hand and a bucket of wood in the other picking her way slowly through the snow.   I have much respect for the resourcefulness of the Georgian people but today I saw a man who has my total admiration.  He was on a push bike cycling along these frozen, hilly roads (don’t forget the sun was shining but it was still below zero).  He had tied all around the saddle and all along the handlebars plastic lemonade bottles filled with oil – obviously his only means of transport and he needed heating.  I thought Sarah Burns was brave when she took her pushbike to Glasgow in February but this man beats that hands down.   
As we neared Telavi the villages got larger.  I noticed lots of groups of men standing around on pavements talking.  Natia explained that there is high unemployment in Georgia and particularly so in these rural areas – these men are unemployed and they have nowhere to meet so they gather together in the streets to chat.  I don’t quite understand this – snow is thick on the ground, it is bitterly cold and even if there houses are not heated they must be warmer inside than out – no logic to men!
Telavi is a beautiful town and I would imagine relatively affluent judging by the houses and the people we met.  Although, it also has its poorer side with the old communist tower blocks. Today we had heat for our training.  The training room had a large woodburner in it.  This was one of the few times I was comfortable enough to take off my coat.  The group of around 12 were all women, mostly middle-aged and mostly professional – doctors, teachers, social workers.  The training was quite hard going to start with.  These women didn’t seem to have the enthusiasm and creativity of the group in Isani-Samgori.  It felt like a group who wanted to be talked to rather than participate.  With each group I began by getting them to identify the main focus of their time bank and its aims.  The previous group were enthusiastic and there was lots of discussion and ideas and creative thinking.  Not so today but I persevered with my original plan and fed them ideas to consider. Eventually after one woman took the lead they opened up and started talking and participating.  By the end of the session we had come up with a project plan and I felt we had all warmed to each other.  Natia told them the story of Steven Weaver and they were all keen to see his photo which I had on my laptop.  I also showed them one of Edgar.  We were talking about differences in culture and nationality and one woman said that a famous Georgian writer said that he would like to have the brain of Shakespeare, the money of the Rockefellers and to be Georgian so I showed them Richard’s photo.  Unlike in England I don’t feel the alien here as a smoker, nearly everyone smokes.  After the training session had ended and we were having tea I saw one woman edge up to Natia and whisper something.  She was asking if Natia thought I would mind if she smoked so we all lit up and were united through cigarettes.

Nik, Natia, Nana, the project leader, and I then headed for our hotel.  We were all hungry as we had not stopped on the way for lunch so we headed straight for the restaurant.  This was my first experience of a Georgian feast and what a great experience it was. The plates of food just kept coming.  With it we drank beer and had a bottle of the local brandy for the toasts.  I now know the procedure.  The first person makes the toast then everyone at the table has to make a toast to the same thing but in their own words with something added.  It was good fun and we soon warmed up despite the fact that the heating was off when we first sat down.  As the evening went on more groups of people were dining.  There was a table of around 10 men at the end of the restaurant who were singing.  Not drunken brawlish singing but beautiful harmonies each taking the song of the lead singer and bringing their own voice and harmony to it.  Natia asked if I could take a photograph and they invited us all to join them. They then got out a guitar, which Nana played and one of the traditional mandolin type Georgian instruments. So began a fabulous evening of music, singing, toasting and dancing – I didn’t know I could do Georgian dancing - must have been the spirit of Georgia in the brandy!  At one point the police arrived, I am still not sure why but I even ended dancing with a fully uniformed policeman – can you imagine that happening in the UK?  I went off to bed around 11pm and left the others to party on until the early hours.
Today (Monday)we head back to Tbilisi.  Just as well we are not training again until Tuesday, we are all feeling a little fragile.

Joy Robinson

