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(being a semi-truthful account of my peregrinations, designed to amuse, befuddle, and 
enlighten, and to be read with a dose of skepticism) 

 
Autumn is a time that dictates my traveling to the South Caucasus for my annual South 
Caucasus River Monitoring project meeting in Tbilisi, Georgia. The meeting just ended 
and I am writing this (mid-October 2006) from a motel room in suburban Munich, far 
way from any possible reprisals from Chechen death squads and surly Euro-waiters.  
 
The South Caucasus comprises the former Soviet republics of Armenia, Azerbaijan, and 
Georgia. Azerbaijan is energy-rich, and the recently-completed BTC (Baku-Tbilisi-
Ceyhan) pipeline is now daily delivering 1 million barrels of Caspian basin oil to Ceyhan, 
a port on Turkey’s Mediterranean coast. There is also a companion gas pipeline, the BTE 
(Baku-Tbilisi-Erzerum) pipeline. Rumor has it that Kazakhstan, on the eastern side of the 
Caspian, will ship some of its oil to the Baku oil terminal; a pipeline under the Caspian is 
under discussion. The West is pleased with these arrangements, as they bypass Russian 
territory; naturally, the Russians are incensed at Western intrusion upon its hegemonic 
tendencies. They still view the South Caucasus as their territory. If we thought the 
Russian Bear had been domesticated, we were mistaken. It’s back – albeit smaller, but 
crankier and richer than ever. My good friend Armen Saghatelyan from Armenia has a 
new favorite saying for the Caucasus and the world in general: “The optimist learns 
English. The pessimist learns Chinese. The realist learns Kalashnikov.” He smiles when 
he says it. Armen is a wise man. I actually had a colleague ask me if Kalashnikov was a 
dialect of Russian. I told him yes, a very powerful dialect that was especially useful for 
persuading others to accept your viewpoint.  
 
What all the above means is that the West now will also have to grovel before Azerbaijan 
and Kazakhstan, both of which are run by “democrats”. Azerbaijan is primarily Muslim, 
but not “Islamofascist” as Dubya would say. In fact, some of my friends from there 
consume alcohol. When I once asked one if Ramadan had started, he said “I think so.”  
 
No one suffers from the new Russian attitude more so than Georgia, a delightful little 
country between the Black and Caspian Seas. Along its northern border, the Caucasus 
Mountains serve as havens for Chechen rebels. The Caucasus is a region where the adage 
“One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter” rings all too true, and the bad 
guys and good guys are difficult to discern). The Chechens are not universally beloved. 
They are tough; Stalin’s gulag reportedly could break any group, save the Chechens. The 
Russians have periodically ventured into Georgia to “clean out” terrorists (i.e., Chechens) 
from the Pankisi Gorge. Georgia also has the pleasure of hosting some breakaway 
republics, South Ossetia and Abkhazia. Russia supports both and has awarded Russian 
citizenship to their citizens, which makes life for Georgia even worse. Russia recently 
suspended all normal transportation and communication with Georgia, which further 
complicates matters, since there are about 500,000 Georgians in Russia who send money 
back home – about 15% of Georgia’s economy. The brutal Security Minister, Igor 
Getyurroksoff, is not winning friends, but he is influencing people. His goons are 



throwing the Georgians out of work and deporting some, claiming that “mob activities” 
in Moscow are due to Georgian thugs. Duhhh….Georgia is worried about the imminent 
winter, as they fear that the Russians may again suspend gas supplies. The price was just 
doubled. 
 
But Georgia is quite proud. Tbilisi is probably the only city outside (or inside) the USA 
that has a major street named for President George W. Bush, whom they hail for his 
Global War On Terror and concern for noo-cu-lear non-proliferation. Several years ago, 
Georgians had heard that President Bush was going to visit the capital of Georgia. They 
really spruced the place up - cleaned the pigeon crap off the statues, exterminated the 
turkey vultures and marauding wolverines in the parks, and got rid of the Ladas and 
replaced them with Fords. But the special day came and went; alas, no George Bush. 
Later, they learned Bush had gone to Atlanta. 
 
Georgia’s president, Mikhail Saakashvili, is a US-trained (Columbia) lawyer; his wife is 
a Dutch lawyer. He was hailed as a breath of fresh air (such as can be found in Tbilisi) 
when he took office during the Rose Revolution (that’s Sid Rose, one of his USA law-
firm colleagues, who wrote Georgia’s first product liability laws), but lately has been 
criticized for lapsing into autocracy (What? Autocracy? In a former Soviet republic?). So 
Mikhail has his work cut out for him, before he has to find asylum (I emphasize that 
word) somewhere (Jacoby & Meyers, no doubt). 
 
An observation: The North Koreans may have a nuclear bomb, but they still cannot give 
their men decent haircuts. Kim Jong Il gives Donald Trump a run for his money. Yes, 
those Japanese citizens he kidnapped a few years ago were really barbers and hair 
stylists, but even they could not help – that’s why they are being returned.  
 
Traveling overseas is usually enjoyable. Euro airlines are more expensive, but they serve 
fairly decent meals, give out free newspapers, and generally seem interested in your well-
being (at least KLM and Lufthansa do). The only airports I avoid are Paris’s Charles de 
Gaulle (too many strikes, terminal collapses, and it’s French) and London’s Heathrow 
(God forbid you have to change airlines). I have become a shill for Amsterdam’s 
Schiphol, the best hub airport in Europe. I still wear my IAEA logo T-shirts, which gets 
me lots of airline upgrades, use of first-class WCs, and approving nods from the Euros, 
despite my American passport. The IAEA still has cachet, and as long as I don’t tell 
people what the IAEA really does in Vienna I’m okay. I certainly would not wear such a 
shirt to Iran. I used to wear National Geographic shirts, given to me in quantity by my 
late younger sister Ann. I always thought that wearing them would have some benefit till 
Ann told me that she never wore them, especially on certain foreign airlines, because 
some of the NG photographers had really bad reputations as prima donnas (“What? No 
chilled Tanqueray gin?”, “Pretentious? Moi?”). But then again, I don’t fly the kinds of 
airlines she did, which had names like Aeromuerto (Paraguay). 
 
Till next time….. 

 
 


