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If you had told me at New Year’s that I would have visited the Republic of Georgia not once but twice by June, I would have called you crazy. And yet it is my great good fortune to have traveled once in the earliest of spring and again in early June to that most beautiful, hospitable country in the Caucuses. 
My first trip out in early March was with the Institute for Sustainable Communities to help with the fact-finding and writing of a large democracy proposal for USAID. (We’re still waiting for the award). The second visit, at the end of May, was with OSCE/ODIHR as an official election monitor for the municipal elections. Both trips out allowed me a range of access into the country, its institutions and a way to connect with people in a way that I enjoy most—from top to bottom! (Incidentally, I cut my teeth on election monitoring when Shel Severinghaus and the TAF/MG team organized a bi-partisan CODEL that included former Secretary of State Jim Baker, Senator Chuck Robb, Congressman Dick Clark and other DC luminaries for the parliamentary elections in 1996. But I digress.)

Georgia has certainly had its challenges since declaring independence from the Soviet Union in 1990. It has lost control of roughly one third of its territory to secessionist actions in Abkhazia and South Ossetia. It has been in armed conflict with Mother Russia three times—once for its own secession and each time with its break-away republics—each wave generating IDPs. It had one of those colored revolutions that swept through Eastern Europe—their’s being Rose. And recently it implemented a sweeping government reform (aka, decentralization, but nobody’s so sure about that any more) that saw 1,000 local government units consolidated to 69. Imagine the repercussions of that alone.
Yet through it all, there is a timelessness to Georgia that is driven by geography, religion, and culture.  A fairly small country with a decent national road system (as in, there ARE roads), it is easy to get from Tbilisi to anywhere else within a day’s drive. And believe me, you want to leave Tbilisi and her drivers as soon as possible. They are nuts! 
Depending on which road out of town you take, within a few hours you might find yourself in a valley filled with vineyards that are more than a millennium old. Or you might come into an ancient gorge close to the Armenian and Azerbaijani nexus where in 2005, archeologists discovered the oldest remains of Homo Sapiens in Europe. Or you might pass by sprawling settlements built for the 2008 IDPs on your way to the resorts along the Black Sea coast (and passed the town where Georgian authorities just this week pulled down a statue of Stalin in his home town). 
In any of these directions, you will see churches that are 1000 to 1500 years old. You will pass by scenes that could be hundreds of years ago, or straight out of a Soviet picture-book. You will certainly pass by roadside restaurants that feature Georgia’s quintessential fast food: kashapuri—a flat bread (think chapatti) filled with cheese or refried beans. Yum. Whichever road you take leading out of the headlong post-Soviet maelstrom that is most capital cities in this part of the world, do add two hours to your trip to stop for a shashlik, or khinkali (meat dumplings), kashapuri, and anything with walnuts in it. That’s when you can talk with your host, driver, guide or translator and really enjoy what it is to be Georgian and to be in Georgia.
Me, I can’t wait for that lucky third time!

