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Outside Russia: Feeling obese in Tbilisi 
By Robert Cottrell in Tbilisi 
FT.com site; Sep 27, 2002 

After four days in Georgia, I can stand no more. Do not misunderstand me. The people 
are friendly. The story is compelling. The scenery is spectacular. The sun is shining. 

The problem is the food. It is too good. At this rate I will soon be quite literally unable to 
stand any more. 

On Wednesday night our party of three ate in the courtyard of the Old Mengrelia 
restaurant in Tbilisi, where we asked for a light dinner. The waitress returned carrying a 
dish of four aubergines stuffed with walnut paste and pomegranate seeds. It seemed 
about right. We could probably manage that. 

Then she came again, with a tureen of cold fish in » inside Russia> > 
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sauce. Cold tongue. A rich pate of beans and garlic. 
Unleavened bread to mop it up. Bottles of fine red Mukuzani wine, tart in flavour and 
violet in colour. A jug of plum sauce. A jug of peppered tomato sauce. And then, just as 
the table was starting to creak, the kitchen sent out a towering plate of Khachapuri - the 
staple but sumptuous Georgian dish of bread stuffed with cheese, baked and browned 
so it comes out looking and tasting like the richest, cheesiest, most golden pizza you 
might ever crave in your most comfort-food filled dreams. We must have had a kilo of 
the stuff. 

That, I should make clear, was just the starters. When I think of the goat arid the 
sturgeon that came next I can only marvel that we ever left the table. But even then, the 
climax of the evening's pleasures was still ahead of us - namely, the bill. This whole 
feast cost us less than $15 a head. 

I could have lived on that dinner for a week. But in the Georgian calculus, it was just 
about enough to keep me going overnight. When I came down to breakfast the next 
morning, the table was laid with five kinds of cold meat, three kinds of cheese, three 
kinds of cereal, milk, yoghurt, sour cream, salad, fresh fruit, dried fruit, fruit juice, 
pancakes filled with cream, apple fritters, two kinds of bread, honey, apricot jam, and 
home-made strawberry jam so fresh there were still traces of stalk in the dish. 

And this, I think, was for our party alone. If there were any other guests in the hotel, I did 
not see them. I sensed dismay on the face of the cook when I said I could manage 
without fried eggs. 

Save for an extra three kilos or so in weight, I am still musing over what I bring back 
from this trip, which has included meetings with about 15 or 20 politicians, diplomats, 
think-tankers and businessmen. 

On Tuesday morning we also managed a quick hop up to the Pankisi Gorge, the current 
hot-spot in relations between Russia and Georgia. The Russian government claims 
rebels from neighbouring Chechnya, and international terrorists linked to al-Qaeda, are 
using the Pankisi Gorge as a refuge. 
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For the past fortnight Russia has been threatening to attack or invade the gorge so as to 
clear the rebels out. And in a bid to pre-empt this possibility, Georgia is now sweeping 
the gorge with its own forces. 

The gorge is sealed for this operation, so we cannot get in beyond the first army blocks 
despite the efforts of a regional vice-governor, who has kindly come along to argue our 
case with the sentries. But at least we tried, and it is worth the trip if only to admire the 
rugged hills leading up to the Russian border. 

I resolve never again to describe the Pankisi Gorge as 'remote', which I fear I may have 
done in the past, inspired more by tales of its lawlessness and wild topography than by 
close study of a map. It is, in fact, about 50km from Tbilisi as the crow flies, or about two 
hours by tank. Small wonder the Georgian government panics when Russia talks of 
moving in there. 

In our meetings with Georgian politicians we hear Russia criticised - with a directness 
that amazes me - for its imperialist ambitions, its war in Chechnya, its desire to control 
Caspian oil pipelines, its army bases in Georgia, and its ties to the breakaway Georgian 
regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. 

I am not saying these sentiments are unfounded, far from it. It is just the manner of 
them. I am more used to the sort of reservations about Russian policy you hear in the 
Baltic states, where they are understated for fear of provoking a row. 

The Georgians seem to feel, reasonably enough, that since they are already on the 
receiving end of a Russian invasion threat, they have nothing left to lose by speaking 
their minds. They are counting for their salvation not on a softening of the Russian line, 
but on the readiness of the US to make Russia keep its distance. 

I only wish I could share that confidence. Recent public comments from the US are 
nuanced enough for me to think that the US view of Georgia is rather more equivocal 
than the Georgians themselves want to think. 

The US cares far more now about its relations with Russia than it did before September 
I I last year, and it has steeled itself to ignore many of Russia's faults. My judgment is 
that the US would much rather see compromise than confrontation in Russia-Georgian 
relations, and would be happy to see that compromise bought with diplomatic, strategic 
and economic concessions on Georgia's part. 

In some ways the most interesting meeting of my trip is the final one, with Merab 
Pachuli, the head of an opinion polling company called Gorbi. 

On a personal level he is clearly horrified by some of the data his polls throw up, but as 
a professional he gamely confronts it. Popular confidence in the Georgian government's 
capacity to run the country has more or less collapsed, he indicates. 

The threat of a Russian attack has helped push up President Eduard Shevardnadze's 
popularity rating from six per cent to about 13 per cent, but admiration for domestic 
policies is still in single figures. 

And, for all the recent tension in Russian-Georgian relations, about 60 per cent of the 
Georgian population is broadly pro-Russian, higher than a decade ago when hopes of 
integration with the west were higher. 

So if only Russia would befriend Georgia instead of threatening it, everything would fall 
nicely into place. Pro-Russian politicians would make gains in Georgia, Georgia would 
renew its economic and strategic ties with Russia, and the US would look on 
approvingly. 

I am relieved that Russia's increasingly belligerent defence ministry, whi«h behaves as if 
it is in charge of relations with Georgia, appears incapable of perceiving and exploiting 
this opportunity. 
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