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Belorussian Roubles 

June 12
th
, 2010. Minsk, Belarus 

 

The Belorussian Roubles is an amusingly devalued 

currency. Our flights from Brussels to Minsk cost us over 

one million Belorussian Roubles, the first time I have spent 

over a million of anything. Our dinner out at a great 

Japanese place ï we dropped a 100,000 Rouble note. The 

lower denominations have so little value that coins have 

dropped entirely out of circulation. Walking along the 

gardens of the Svislach River we visited the Afghan War 

Memorial (1979-89 war) on the Island of Tears. A small 

fountain outside has a crying winged boy, the grieving and 

powerless guardian angle of Belarus. A local tradition 

appears to consist of rubbing the angleôs penis and throwing 

money into the pond at this feet. Of course, with the absence 

of coins, the wishing well is full of soggy 20 Belorussian 

Rouble notes, in various stages of decay.  

 

The fabulously wealthy Radziwiğğs 

June 13
th
, 2010. Nesvizh, Belarus 

 

There is wealthy, and then there is Radziwiğğ wealthy. The Radziwiğğs owned half of Belarus for 

over 500 years, with 23 palaces, 426 towns, 2032 estates and 10,053 villages. This made them 

richer than the Royal family, and far more long-lived ï as Belarus was conquored over and over, the 

only stability was the wealth of the Radziwiğğ family. One story of the Radziwiğğs includes a 

fabulously decadent dinner party. The guests went to bed satisfied, but concluding that the excesses 

of the Radziwiğğ family were merely legend. When they woke up, they looked outside onto the 

summer estate to find it seemingly covered with snow ï actually it was a layer of salt, bought in at 

enormous expense from Poland ï with the Radziwiğğs racing around the winter-land on carriages 

pulled by bears.  

 

We came to Belarus 

to see two of the 

Radziwiğğôs estates, 

Nesvizh Castle and 

Mir Castle. They are 

called castles, but 

with the Radziwiğğôs 

habit of colluding 

with any conquorers 

in order to keep their 

wealth, they were 

rarely used for 

defence and both have 

been remodelled into 

decadent residential 

palaces. There 

appears to be 

remarkably little non-

Russian tourism to 



Belarus. We made separate inquiries into getting a Belorussian visa, booking a tour and reserving a 

hotel, and in each case the same tourist information officer, Lyudmila, answered our inquires. When 

we booked an English-speaking tour around Belarus, we expected a large mini-bus full of people, 

instead we had a taxi driver and a personal guide, Natasha, who told us that she only gets non-

Russian speakers 3-4 times a month. 

 

Nesvizh Castle was owned by the Radziwiğğs from 1533. From 1582 Mikoğaj Krzysztof "the 

Orphan" started to convert the castle into a renaissance-baroque palace, surrounded by gardens and 

lakes. The palace was sacked in 1706 during the Great Northern War, but the Radziwiğğs survived 

and built it up again, even larger and more decadent. In 1770, the Russians seized the castle, and the 

famous Radziwiğğ library was moved to Saint Petersburg, but again the Radziwiğğs reclaimed the site 

and restored it, until they were finally expelled for good by the Red Army in 1939. 

 

Mir Castle was built by Duke Ilinich around 1500, and in 1568 it fell into the hands of Mikoğaj 

Krzysztof "the Orphan", who was ñadoptedò by the wealthy, and childless, owner of the Castle. The 

Orphan was less concerned with defence than the original builder, and finished off the castle in 

Renaissance style. A dark chapter in the Castleôs history was its use during WWII as a ghetto for 

the local Jewish population. As one of the most Jewish countries in the world before WWII (most 

cities in Belorus were around 50% Jewish), some of the most horrendous mass murders of the war 

occurred here. 

 

A bastion of tyranny in Europe 

June 13
th
, 2010. Minsk, Belarus 

 

Belarus is the pariah of Europe for the authoritarian control of its leader, Alexander Lukashenko 

(the other leader of an authoritarian state, the Pope, is considered a moral leader). United States 

Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice even labeled Belarus one of the six nations of the global 

ñoutposts of tyrannyò. There is something to this ï Belarus is a profoundly undemocratic state, and 

yet Belarus has challenged my concepts on the importance of democracy.  

 



Despite not being a functional democracy, Belarus struck 

us as being a rather nice place to live. People on the 

street appeared happy, society is comparatively liberal 

(the authoritarian control of Lukashenko over the 

economy is not extended over the private life of its 

citizens) and our guides felt comfortable arguing politics 

with each other in our presence. Minsk was surprisingly 

clean and beautiful, with grand buildings, well 

manicured parks throughout the city and artistic statues 

along the main boulevards. Even  the Soviet Era 

apartment blocks ubiquitous in the outer suburbs of post-

Soviet capitals were freshly painted and well maintained, 

rather than being in a crumbling and decrepit state as is 

common across the former USSR. Out in the small towns 

the housing was not as polished, but we did not see any 

third world hovels, and, indeed, the houses would not be 

out of place in any small town in Australia. The safety 

rating of Belarus on the Australian government website 

is the highest level ï above that of Belgium! 

 

So what is the purpose of democracy? George W. Bush 

had a naïve and simplistic view, that democracy was an 

end in and of itself, believing that the simple institution of democracy would bring about all the 

positive traits of civilization. Ronald Reagan, on the other hand, had a much more cynical view, in 

that democracy was only desirable when it resulted in the election of people he liked, thus justifying 

the overthrow of democratically-elected left-wing governments in South America.  

 

I can see two advantages of democracy. The first, and strongest, advantage is that democracy can 

increase the likelihood of a stable state that respects that rights of its citizens. The second advantage 

would be the less tangible benefit of allowing people to have control over the political aspect of 

their lives.  



 

But how do these advantages stack up when unstable democracies like Iraq and Colombia are 

compared to non-democratic stable countries like Cuba, China or Belarus? Democracy is not the 

first step that inevitably leads to civilization. Other aspects of statehood are arguably more 

important ï having a judiciary independent of the executive, the development of an independent and 

thoughtful media, consistent provision of state services in health and education, protection of 

individual rights through a Constitution (which is, in effect, profoundly undemocratic in that it 

prevents the rights of the minority to be infringed by the majority), and so forth. A state that 

succeeds in all or most of these aspects is going to provide its citizens with all the necessities for a 

civilized life ï and it is hard to imagine these citizens turning to rebellion just because they donôt 

have the vote, as long as they have food, jobs and health and education for their children. After all, 

in many established democracies enormous effort is required by the government to get a bare 

majority of citizens to even turn up and vote. Perhaps democracies are like trade unions ï victims of 

their own success. Trade union membership is greatest when conditions for workers are worst ï and 

success in improving conditions decreases incentive to join a union. Likewise, the push for 

democracy is highest when conditions are worst, when the people change the state so that it meets 

most of their criteria they have less incentive to turn up. Thus, while democracy may aid the 

development of a civilized state, that is not to say that a civilized state cannot develop without 

democracy, and if an undemocratic state reaches this condition the drive for democracy may be 

weak.  

 

How about the second advantage of democracy, allowing people to have control over the political 

aspect of their lives? At face value, the power of democracy is unarguable ï  self-determination is 

an intrinsic right. But does democracy actually equate to self-determination? Democracy could 

equally be considered the giving up of individual self-control to that of the whole population. An 

individual voting in the US has around 0.000001% control over the government, if ñcontrolò is the 

right word when the two dominant parties are indistinguishable on many issues and the political 

media is superficial. Furthermore, not all votes are equal ï a hand-full of voters in Ohio and Florida 

heavily swing outcome, while 100 million US residents have no right to vote, either due to age, 

criminal record, immigration status or due to living in a territory rather than a state. As an 

immigrant in the US, my voting power was identical to that I would have in Belarus ï zero. The 

greatest power in a democracy is in fact not the vote, but having influence over the voting pattern of 

others. Perhaps it is being too dogmatic to assume that democracy is the only viable model to a 

civilized state. That said, a vote is a right that I treasure and always exercise. 

 

Travels through the Caucasus 

 

  



The dusty inferno 
June 14

th
, 2010. Yerevan, Armenia 

 

The sun is hammering the colour out of the sky, parching the dirt which rises into the sky, further 

bleaching the landscape. The earth itself looks like the sun has beaten it into submission, so dry and 

compacted that even the shreds of dead grass pushing up through it seem remarkably improbable. 

The heat is not unfamiliar to Australians, but the ramshackle houses donôt fit the climate. The hard 

Soviet concrete and stone stand like the exposed cliffs of a desert mountain, but inbetween the stone 

blocks stand wooden houses that look like they belong to the tropics of South-East Asia, where 

poverty and climate combine to rot away the timbers, before being baked to preservation under the 

harsh Caucasian sun.  

 

In the hard light of summer, Yerevan struck me as being the twin of developing cities across north 

Africa and the Middle East. In winter, when the biting cold grips the country, Iôm sure the contrast 

could not be greater, but 

today Armenia could have 

passed for Morocco, Egypt 

or Jordan. The contrast 

within the position of the 

people must be even 

greater, between those 

baking in the heat of run-

down hovels and those 

wearing designer clothes 

and ordering frosted fruit 

juices in the shaded cafes 

that seem to line every 

street. Fortunately, while 

the country is hard, 

Armenians have been soft 

and generous to us. 

 

Touring the Armenian Brandy factory  

June 15
th
, 2010. Yerevan, Armenia 

 

In Armenia, cognac refers to Ararat, the premium Armenia brandy developed in 1887. The 

developer of the brand was far-sighted not only in bringing French brandy making to Armenia, but 

also in making use of stealth marketing tactics, hiring handsome and rich men to travel around 

Europe and to try ordering Armenian brandy in all the most expensive restaurants. The tactic 

obviously worked, as Armenian brandy developed a following in the best circles. Winston Churchill 

was a famous proponent, ordering 360 bottles of aged brandy every year, which he attributed to his 

longevity. During Stalinôs reign, Churchill reportedly noticed a drop off in the quality of the brandy. 

On ringing the factory he found out that the chief distiller had been sent to the Siberian gulags, 

whereupon he promptly phoned Stalin and insisted on a reprieve. The chief distiller was not only 

released from the Gulags, he was granted a medal of ñSocialist Heroò. He first task back in the job 

was to blend a ñSiberian strengthò brandy, smooth and 50% alcohol, to warm his colleagues left 

behind in the Gulags.  

 

The Yerevan Brandy Factory has had some very notable tourists on its premises. One of the 

traditions of the factory is to reward any visiting Presidents with their own personal barrel and their 

own weight in bottled brandy. According to our guide, when Alexander Lukashenko, the President 

of Belarus, visited, the Presidentôs bodyguards used their feet to weigh down the scales of the 

President, to ensure a little bit of extra brandy. The owner wisely decided to treat it as a complement 



to the brandy. Boris Yeltsin took a great interest in the personal brandy barrel reserved for him (the 

tradition is to preserve a full barrel, from which the President or any of their future descendents can 

request bottles at any time), asking about its age. When informed of the tradition to start a fresh 

barrel, he mournfully complained that heôd die before it was worth drinking ï and he was right. A 

final barrel is the ñPeace Barrelò, reserved for opening on the day that a peace treaty is finally 

signed between Armenia and Azerbaijan over the Nagorno-Karabakh issue. 

 

We finished up with a brandy tasting session. Unfortunately, I think I agree with Tsar Nicolas of 

Russia, who started the Russian tradition of drinking brandy with a slice of lemon ï not to 

accentuate the flavour, but rather so that everyone would assume the sour face he was pulling was 

due to biting into the lemon, rather than distaste for the decadent drink. 

 

Noahôs Ark, and other Just So Stories 

June 16
th
, 2010. Ejmiatsin, Armenia 

 

The Etchmiadzin Cathedral lays claim to being the state-established oldest church in the world, 

being built by Saint Gregory the Illuminator in 301-303, when Armenia became the first country in 

the world to adopt Christianity as the state religion. It still remains the most holy site in the 

Armenian Church and is the seat of the Catholicos, the head of the Holy Armenian Apostolic 

Church.  

 

Among the holy collection of relics within Etchmiadzin Cathedral are a fragment of the ñtrue 

crossò, the right arm of John the Baptist, and the spear head of the ñholy lanceò. Our guide informed 

us that while five other churches may claim to have the spear head of the ñholy lanceò, they are all 

fakes and only the Armenian version has been ñscientifically provenò to be the actual holy lance 

(funny how religion tries to co-opt the credibility of science, when it isnôt busy trying to destroy it). 

She claimed that the spear had been brought to Armenia straight from the crucifixion in the first 

century, actually, a crusader, Peter Bartholomew, had a ñvisionò in 1098 that told him the spear 

head was buried in St Peterôs Cathedral in Antioch, when he then dug up and pawned to the 

Armenian Church.  

 

My favourite, however, was the piece 

ñNoahôs Arkò which they claimed to be 

preserved in the church. Incidentally, 

one of the myths of the name Yerevan 

comes from the Noah myth, with Noah 

landing on Mount Ararat and 

exclaiming ñYerevats!ò (ñit appeared!ò, 

of course the Armenians know that 

Noah spoke Armenian). How can a slow 

corruption of the Urartian military 

fortress called Erebuni, founded in 782 

BCE, compare to that story? The 

Noahôs Ark myth is such a wonderful 

illustration of the veracity of the Bible. 

Beyond claiming that Mount Ararat is 

the highest point of land on the globe (it 

is almost as if the writer was a stone-age chieftain using local knowledge and mores, poaching an 

older myth from the Epic of Gilgamesh, rather than receiving divine inspiration), the absurdities in 

the claims of the two-by-two animals on the ark are delightful. My favourite must be the design of 

the ark as described by Hippolytus, with three stories ï the lowest for wild beasts, the middle for 

domestic animals and the top for humans. Best of all, Noah built a fence of sharp stakes down the 



middle of the ark to separate the male animals from the female animals ï apparently, the ark meant 

to preserve all animals was not a place for mating! 

 

The Armenian Genocide 

June 17
th
, 2010. Yerevan, Armenia 

 

The Tsitsernakaberd Memorial is dedicated to the more than one million victims of the Armenian 

Genocide, during the last stages of the Ottoman Empire and during the Great War period. The most 

brutal government minister coordinating the systematic eradication of the Armenian population was 

Enver Pasha. A savage war-monger, Enver Pasha pushed the Ottoman Empire into the Great War, 

by allowing German warships through the Dardanelles, without the approval of his government. He 

followed this up by an ill-planned attack on the Russian Army in the Caucasus. His army nearly 

destroyed, he blamed his defeat on the local Armenian population, who had sympathies with the 

Russians, and started his eradication plans. Enver Pasha was so savage in his eradication that he 

recruited psychotic killers from prison to run his ñSpecial Organisationò. The new Turkish 

government court-marshaled for 

ñplunging the country into war without a 

legitimate reason, forced deportation of 

Armenians and leaving the country 

without permissionò, and sentenced him 

to death, but he managed to escape.  

 

Today the Turkish government has 

retreated somewhat from this position, 

acknowledging the wide-spread death of 

the Armenian people within the Ottoman 

Empire, but denying that it was part of a 

deliberate intent to eradicate and instead 

characterising it as part of the intra-ethnic 

violence of the Empire in its closing 

hours. This retreat from recognising the 

genocide is the overwhelming reason for 

the closed border between Armenia and 

Turkey. Unfortunately this issue does not 

appear to be dying down with time, 

instead the positions appear to be 

becoming more and more entrenched on 

both sides. The official tour guide of 

Tsitsernakaberd even went so far as to tell 

us that the 2002 conversion of an empty 

Armenian Church into a Mosque was part 

of the ongoing cultural genocide of 

Armenians being carried out by the 

current Turkish government. 

 

Geghard and Garnj 

June 17
th
, 2010. Geghard, Armenia 

 

We visited two ancient temples today. The first was the monastery of Geghard, carved out of the 

rock in the mountains of Kotayk. The site was considered sacred since pre-Christian times, due to 

the trickle of a tiny stream within the inner caves, with the original temple demolished when St 

Gregory the Illuminator came in the 300s CE and started erecting Churches. 

 



The second was Garnj Temple, a Classical temple built to the Roman God Mithras by King 

Tiridates I of Armenia after a visit to Rome (probably funded by Emperor Nero) and the declaration 

of Armenia as a province of Rome. The temple was nearly entire destroyed by Tamerlaneôs army in 

1386 and a major earthquake in 1679, with the reconstruction in the 1970s using 70% new basalt to 

reproduce the original classical design.  

 

 

A perfect day in the mountains of Armenia 

June 18
th
, 2010. Amberd, Armenia 

 

Yerevan may be one of the worldôs oldest continuously-inhabited cities, dating back to 782 BCE, 

but there is relatively little of historic interest there today, and I was very happy to be leaving the 

city behind and heading up into the mountains of western Armenia. We drove up through the high 

plains, with a striking resemblance to the plains of Iceland, too cold for trees, with just sparse grass 

and rock. In winter the plains are abandoned, but with the spring grasses Yezidi Kurds had set up 

tent villages and were grazing their sheep and cattle. Further up it was too mountainous for 

grasslands, and in the absence of grazing beautiful wildflowers covered the hills, with vibrant reds, 

yellows, blues and purples.  

 

It was a perfect day for wandering around on the mountain tops, with the warm sun, the brilliant 

wildflowers and the stunning scenery of deep gorges and distant rivers. The addition of the ruins of 

Amberd Fortress was the icing of the cake, a shell of a castle, founded in ~800 CE by the House of 

Kamsarakan and upgraded 400 years later by the House of Pahlavuni. A small church, the Church 

of Surb Astvatsatsin, was added in 1026. The castle was used as a summer residence for the Kings 

of Armenia until it was destroyed by the Mongols in 1236. We topped off a delightful day with 

lunch in Oshakan village, an afternoon swimming in Yerevan and dinner accompanied by the 

unique sounds of the Duduk.  

 


