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Praise for The Blitz




One of the brightest female leaders of her generation, Tamar shares her remarkable journey from a young woman navigating the chaos of a nation, in transition to becoming a leader who reshaped Georgia’s financial landscape while facing and overcoming profound personal struggles. Her story is a testament to the strength, courage, and determination of Georgian women and serves as an inspiring example for anyone seeking to navigate their own life’s challenges. Tamar empowers other women to embrace their potential, face their fears, and overcome obstacles, no matter how insurmountable they may seem.


—Kakha Shengelia


President of Caucasus University


In this book by the young financier Tamar Gakharia, which I believe will soon rise to bestseller status, unfolds the captivating and arduous journey of another strong and successful Georgian woman.


Tamar Gakharia, with an open heart and unfiltered honesty, shares personal stories from her life, unveiling the secrets behind her success and providing practical advice. The path to self-realization often demands sacrifices, which can include unsuccessful attempts and regrettable mistakes. Yet, the author held herself to exceptionally high standards, which will undoubtedly be an inspiration for other Georgian women.


“The Blitz is not just my story; it’s a testament to the resilience of Georgian women and the nation itself. As I face the future with cautious optimism, I continue to work towards building a stronger, more prosperous Georgia, brick by brick,” writes Tamar. Despite countless challenges, she persevered, forging her own destiny and crafting a tale of transformation. I am certain her journey will ignite the spirit of perseverance in many women, encouraging them to push forward and strive for their goals, no matter the obstacles they encounter.


—Natia Turnava


First Vice-Governor | Acting Governor of the National Bank of Georgia; former minister of Economy and Sustainable Development of Georgia


The Blitz is a powerful and deeply personal memoir that captures both the turbulence of post-Soviet Georgia and the unwavering resilience of an extraordinary individual. Through her courage, determination, and commitment to her family, career, and country, Tamar offers an inspiring testament to the strength of the human spirit.


—George Tkhelidze


Deputy CEO, Corporate and Investment Banking, Wealth Management; Vice President and Treasurer of American Chamber of Commerce in Georgia
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To my amazing daughter, and to all daughters and women everywhere!


From the moment you, my daughter, entered my life, you’ve been a constant source of inspiration, reminding me daily of the beauty, strength, and resilience that resides within the human spirit.


Your energy has propelled me to pursue my dreams and face challenges head-on.


This book chronicles my journey—a story that’s as much about personal growth as it is about the values that make our nation extraordinary. As you dive into these pages, remember that our history is woven with tenacity, freedom, and boundless opportunity.


As you turn these pages, know that every decision I’ve made and every path I’ve walked was influenced by a desire to contribute to a greater cause—to brick by heavy brick build a legacy for you, rooted in the values of liberty, equality, and justice.


You are the future, with limitless potential to shape the world around you. Your boldness, compassion, and drive are exactly what this country—and the world—needs to continue thriving. I hope my experiences offer wisdom and inspiration, and perhaps at times, a gentle warning, as you carve out your own path in life. Remember, if you cannot see a better future, build one!


You, all daughters and women everywhere, who shatter glass ceilings, and who inspire those around them: you embody the strength and resilience that propel us forward. Celebrate your freedoms, uphold the values that unite us, and embrace every challenge as an opportunity to shine.


Be proud of where you come from, but never forget that your greatest duty is to where you are going. Embrace every challenge as an opportunity to build character, and approach every endeavor with an unyielding belief in your capabilities.


Your curiosity, empathy and courage are the very qualities that make life so incredibly beautiful. Walk your path with confidence, integrity, and a fearless heart. Your journey is a chapter in a much larger narrative—one that began long before us and will continue long after, full of promise and endless possibilities. Dream big, work smart, and always lead with kindness and strength.


With all my love and unwavering support, 
Mom




 


Introduction




ONE CANNOT BUILD THE QUEEN’S PALACE FROM THE RUINS OF A HEN HOUSE.


—AKA MORCHILADZE, GEORGIAN AUTHOR AND HISTORIAN





Imagine you have a goal to build a home fit for a queen. The job would require tremendous effort, beginning with the bricks you would use to construct the walls of this home. You could not build it from bricks of sticks and clay—a palace demands better material, to form walls strong enough to stand for centuries. For that, you would need to dig deep, for the finest stone. Once you excavate it, you would need to refine it, and polish it, and carve it into bricks of the perfect size and shape. Only then, brick by heavy brick, can you begin to build that palace.


This is what it takes to build a country. And also the way I am trying to build a better life for my children, and maybe myself.


My first child, my daughter, was born on May 26, the Republic of Georgia’s Independence Day. I will never forget waking up in my hospital bed in my hometown of Tbilisi, my country’s capital city, opening my eyes to see three jets streaming across the sky to the west. They were flying the colors of the Georgian flag behind them: red for the blood of our ancestors and our two thousand years of struggle, white representing peace and hope for the Georgian people. I was overcome with emotion, with love for my country and for my baby daughter.


I remembered having then written an emotional letter to the first lady of Georgia. Unexpectedly, in return, I had received a present from her in the hospital: her book, a jar with the name of my daughter on it, diapers, and other necessary things for a newborn. I burst into tears.


After reading her book, I wrote another letter of gratitude to her, also describing my thoughts about the book. At that time, I could only have dreamed of doing anything so inspirational. Now, as I am writing my own book, my only wish is to inspire at least one person in the world, to help one person grow stronger and believe in herself. Likewise, when I looked into my daughter’s eyes on that day, I felt I wanted to give her everything, to be everything she needed me to be. I wanted to build her that palace.


But how could I do that? I was only twenty-three years old, living in a country that was, in a way, even younger than I was.


Despite those thousands of years of history, the Republic of Georgia of today was born out of the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. It hit our society like the infamous Blitz that caused chaos and destruction during the Second World War—only more powerful. Literally everything that held us together was wiped away, except for the people. We have been coming out of this blitz together, my country and me, for my entire life, experiencing years of almost constant crises and upheaval, while also finding strengths we did not know we possessed, in parallel.


When my daughter was born, nineteen years after independence, we were still searching for that stone that would provide a strong foundation. Georgia had just come through yet another period of war and was still suffering from violence, corruption, and general instability. My own life was in chaos, with my husband in jail for the second time. It was hard to find any hope or happiness. I wanted more for my baby girl. Gazing into her eyes that first time, I prayed to God to help me raise her as a free and happy person, who would be able to realize her aspirations without any influence from others.


That was my prayer for my child, and maybe, while I didn’t know it, a little bit for myself. That is when I first began to think about the bricks I would need to build the palace that represented a better future for my daughter.


Today, brick by brick, I am still building that palace—and, in my own small way, helping to rebuild my country.


***


I am writing this book in English, which means there is a good chance that you, my reader, may have never heard of my country. When I tell people where I am from, they usually think I mean the US state of Georgia. I am from a country called Georgia, known to us as Sakartvelo. Some attribute this name Georgia to the Persian designation gurğ (wolf, or land of the wolves), while others believe it was named in honor of Saint George. Either way, located at the crossroads of Europe and Asia, Georgia has a history and culture dating back to ancient times, before the development of Western civilization.


Because the country is located on the trade route known as the Silk Road, which connected China to Europe and the Mediterranean Sea, people from many different civilizations passed through and settled on our land, which gives our country its unique, multicultural character. The country itself is tiny, slightly smaller than the US state of South Carolina, with a population of only 3.7 million people. It is also a breathtakingly beautiful place, filled with forested mountains, crystal rivers, ancient cities, seaside resorts, and a culture going back thousands of years. But more than that, it is my home.


It is my heart.


You might wonder why I, a tiny person, with a tiny voice, living in a tiny country many people have never even heard of, am writing a book in English. What could my story possibly mean to people outside my country, or even my region? I agree that writing a book is an unexpected undertaking for me, and I certainly do not think of myself as a hero. But I still believe my story means something. Because, in a way, it is also Georgia’s story, and the history of my people and my country and our survival despite the odds is an important one to tell. Especially now, I think, when so many parts of the world are unstable, and so many people are trying to make change. There are many of us out here, not only in Georgia but also in other post-Soviet republics and other emerging nations around the world, trying to build our own palaces, trying to create a better world for our children.


So when I was approached to tell my story, to write about the small part I am playing in this undertaking, I said yes to the opportunity. Maybe I am not a hero, but if the story of how I have survived and found success and happiness under sometimes impossible circumstances (and in what is still very much a man’s world) can help or inspire even one other person, how can I not tell it? That’s why we live; that’s why we are human beings—to share our experiences and learn from each other. So in this book, I will share a little bit of me, an ordinary Georgian girl, working to help her tiny country take its place in the bigger world.


***


My name is Tamar Gakharia, and I am currently the CFO of CBS Group, a holding company with assets in a range of sectors, including energy, communications, transportation, real estate, and more that is helping to build a modern, thriving Georgia, along with other countries in the Caucasus. I have been with the company for eleven years, ever since it was just an idea and I was just twenty-five. At the time, I had a toddler to take care of and one of the only truly stable jobs available in my country—working as the principal corporate banker for JSC Bank of Georgia. But I had a sense that this idea for a different kind of holding company that would help develop the modern systems our struggling country needed could be transformational. It could be part of building Georgia into a palace, and I wanted to be a part of it. Today, what was once just an idea is one of the top ten holding companies in Georgia, with half a billion dollars in assets. And, just like Georgia, and just like me, we are growing stronger every year.


If you had told me this fourteen years ago, when I was lying in a hospital bed with my daughter, you might as well have told me I would someday be the queen of England. I named my baby Alexsandra, or Sandra, after a saint known for legendary strength, who was tortured for her Christianity during the time of Saint George but stood strong in her faith. I chose this name for a reason. I knew that if my daughter was to live the kind of life I wanted for her growing up in a place like Georgia, she would need to be a strong woman.


My family had raised me to be a strong woman, or a strong person, since my father and grandfather believed a woman could do anything a man can do. My parents and grandparents sacrificed everything so that I could have the best education and every opportunity. For whatever reason, they believed in me—I remember my grandfather, Konstantine, telling me, when I was still very young, that I would “make change” in some way.


But life in a developing country is more about surviving than it is about making change. At the time Sandra was born, you did not know whether you would still have your job the next day. Inflation made even basic necessities like diapers unaffordable. Russian soldiers stood just twenty-three kilometers from the city, ready to come in and smash Tbilisi to bits in a single day, if they wanted to. It was hard to live your life as if it were normal. Still, in Georgia, this was normal. It was the only life any Georgian my age had ever known. So we did what we always do. We continued putting one foot in front of the other, working and dreaming and pushing us forward, into the modern world. And fourteen years later, things have gotten better. Not only is my daughter strong and thriving, but Georgia is also thriving and safer, although as I write this, we are experiencing another period of unrest. But we have come a long way in our thirty-five years as a democratic republic. Together, we are continuing to add more bricks to the wall of our palace, making it stronger and better for everyone.


This is the story of how we got here and where I hope we will go next.




 


Chapter 1


INCEPTION


I was four or five years old the day I saw the fire wheels. My father was driving me home from kindergarten. I was sitting next to him in the front seat of our car—there were no regulations about where a small child should sit in a car in the ’90s in Georgia, so of course, I took advantage of the opportunity to sit with my dad, whom I adored, and tell him everything about my day. It was winter, so it was already dark outside as we made our way home. Then suddenly, the sky outside lit up with this strange, beautiful light. Wheels of fire were rolling toward us, down the hill between us and our apartment building.


To my kindergartner’s eyes, this was an amazing sight. Who expected something so different on our boring drive home? But my father did not share my delight. Within seconds, he stopped the car, grabbed me, pulled me out, and put his coat over my head so I couldn’t see what was happening. Then he took off running, carrying me, leaving his keys in the car. Suddenly, I was scared. I tried to push his coat away from my face. I cried, “Leave me alone! What is happening?” But my father just kept running, with me in his arms, saying, “Don’t be afraid. Just trust me. Everything is going to be OK.”


I did trust my father. I thought he was a superhero. So I stopped crying, and I was not afraid.


I remember I could see my father’s feet, which were covered with dust and mud. He was carrying me with a lot of care, but I was still hit by trees, and I could tell that we were passing through some obstacles. Finally, when we were in the middle of a park with a lot of trees, he pulled the coat from my head so I could see. Then we ran home together, maybe three or four kilometers, to our apartment building on the other side of the hill.


That night, in my room, I heard my father, in my parents’ room next door, talking to my mother, explaining what had happened. He told her we were stopped by people who wanted to steal our car, just like someone who had been killed on the street for their car the month before. I remember my mother went to an altar we had in our apartment and prayed to God, thanking him for sparing us.


The next day, my father found his car, maybe half a kilometer away from the place where we left it. It was totally without wheels, without a radio, without seats, without everything. It was only the metal shell of the car, burned from the firebombs.


There was nothing left for the thieves to drive away.


***


If you live in the West, you probably remember the fall of the Soviet Union as a great moment—a historical triumph that was cheered across the globe. But supporting a revolution and celebrating its success is one thing. Living through the collapse of your society and the loss of everything a government does for its people is something else entirely. In Georgia, we understand the price of freedom because our parents’ generation paid for it with everything they had.


In the midtwentieth century, Georgia was one of the most prosperous countries in the USSR. Our location at the crossroads of Europe and Asia, our mild climate due to our location between the Black Sea and the Caucasus Mountains, our abundant agriculture (including an eight-thousand-year history of wine making), and our modern industry built through Soviet investment all contributed to what was a relatively stable way of life. Parents knew that their children would be educated and that their families would not starve. No one had to worry about having a place to live. Crime was, for the most part, controlled, although the methods could be harsh, and government corruption was always a problem.


But in a way, all of this was meaningless, because the people were not free. They were fed and housed, and they were educated, but they were not allowed to make their own choices or pursue their own dreams. Under the Soviet system, the government made those decisions for you.


My family had what constituted a “good life,” in part because, like many Georgians, they were highly educated. My parents, Robert and Mary, are both doctors. My father’s father, my grandfather Konstantine, was the prosecutor in our area of Tbilisi, and my grandmother had been an accountant. My mother’s parents were both engineers. They were what passed for higher society in a Communist system—they had good jobs, they had good incomes, and they were able to invest in property that they owned, save money, and plan for the future.


But they also knew that their future was limited to what was allowed under the system. And that system strived for sameness. Soviet life was a celebration of conformity, with silence—damned, godless silence—the Soviets’ favorite form of music. People from my parents’ generation say it was like living in a world where everything was gray. No other colors existed, there was no rainbow … and any deviation, exception, or differentiation was punished. So people accepted this gray, monotonous-yet-stable existence, just to stay safe and live their lives and avoid trouble. As George Orwell once wrote, “The choice for mankind lies between freedom and happiness and for the great bulk of mankind, happiness is better.” Unfortunately.


Then, in the 1980s, cracks began to form in the system. There was economic stagnation and growing unrest across the Soviet Union as the Cold War, among other factors, took its toll. Prices skyrocketed, living standards plummeted, and the stability people had known for decades started to slip away. More people started questioning their leaders. Why should they be forced to live these gray, dismal lives, following rules that stifled their dreams, when they couldn’t afford enough to eat? More people began to stand up and demand their freedom, and a wave of nationalism rose across the Soviet republics—especially in Georgia, among the educated and the younger generation.


I was born in 1987, just before the blitz that wiped the Soviet Union away.


The independence movement picked up steam in 1988, as young people and members of the intelligentsia embraced this “national awakening.” There were demonstrations for independence and crackdowns, followed by bigger demonstrations and bigger crackdowns. Then, on April 9, 1989, a red line was crossed. In the center of Tbilisi—again, the capital city where my family lived—Soviet soldiers were sent to disperse a large crowd of peaceful protesters. The scene turned violent. Twenty-one people died, most of them young, sixteen of them women. Hundreds more were injured. The brutality was shocking. These were innocent people, bludgeoned and bloodied and shot, just for speaking out. The violence united all of Georgia against the Soviets. It was not only “first blood” in our country; April 9, 1989, was the beginning of the end of the USSR.


***


Even as a toddler, I was aware that our situation was difficult. So when my mother got pregnant with my little brother, I was upset. I assessed the situation in a rational way, figuring that another person in the family would take things away from me, like my sweets and my toys. When my baby brother was announced, I was already not a fan … and then he almost took my mother from me. After a difficult labor and delivery in a hospital that had no water or power, she contracted an infection and almost died. I’ll never forget her face when my father and I went to the hospital to visit her. We were not allowed to go in, only to look in through a window. She was covered with sweat.
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