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Despite forty-two years of concerted effort, neither the Georgian
people nor their governments have succeeded in repatriating the
remains of Captain Mirza Gelovani (1917-1944), a celebrated
Georgian poet and Second World War hero. On 26 June 1944,
scarcely ten months before the war’s end, this gifted poet and
valiant officer fell while fighting German forces in Belarus.

For nineteen years, his grave was considered lost. Then, on
13 June 1963, a letter reached an eastern Georgian town
addressed to Eva Manchurishvili, Gelovani’s mother. Sent by
Belarusian students, it stated that they had tended Mirza’s grave
in their village and requested particulars of his life prior to the
war. The Gelovani family wished ardently to bring Mirza home,
in accordance with his known desire; yet regional Belarusian
authorities refused to grant the official permission required for
repatriation.

In late August 1979, 1 was dispatched by Georgian State
Television, together with director Tamila Patashuri and
cameraman Vladimir Medvedev, to Belarus to make a
documentary about Mirza Gelovani. From that moment, my
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lifelong campaign to return the remains of this Georgian veteran
to his homeland began, despite persistent opposition from
Belarusian officials.

The principal basis for the refusal has been an unfounded
concern among Belarusian authorities that locating the remains
within a mass grave would be impossible or impracticable. In
1979, local villagers attested that Captain Gelovani had been
buried only ten paces from the communal burial site of those who
fell attempting to cross the Western Dvina under heavy fire on 26
June 1944. A Belarusian family with whom Gelovani had shelter
for three months — while his battalion awaited the order to cross —
allegedly carried his body nearly two miles after the battle and
interred him in a separate grave at the village cemetery. They
treated him as one of their own, tended his grave for years, and
sought to afford him a burial befitting a relative.

Before the war, Mirza Gelovani was a respected young
poet; in a letter to his sister Rowena, he wrote that the thought of
returning to his homeland sustained him amid the ordeal of
combat. That enduring longing for home suffuses every poem he
sent from the combat zone.

A grave for Captain Gelovani in Georgia would serve as a
poignant emblem for the c. 300,000 Georgian soldiers —
approximately 8.5 per cent of Georgia’s 1939 population — who
lie in mass graves across the battlefields of Eastern Europe. While
it has not been possible to repatriate and rebury all who fell,
locating Gelovani’s tomb in Georgia would allow the nation to
symbolically honour those who sacrificed their lives in the
struggle against Nazism.

It remains regrettable that Mirza Gelovani’s remains have
not been returned. Some Belarusian veterans argue that, having
fallen on their soil, he belongs equally to Belarus and to Georgia.
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