A Georgian Journey 





The Republic of Georgia is far from the top of the list of travelers' "Most Wanted Destinations."  But for adventurers who have already "been there, done that," it offers stark contrasts between new and old, beautiful and ugly, modern and ancient, and cold snow covered mountains and warm coastal shores.   It has experienced a turbulent history, been the birthplace of Stalin, is Europe's eastern outpost, has a mix of diverse cultures, adopted Christianity before the Romans, and is the land of the Golden Fleece.  





Georgia also has its own language with its own cursive script.  It belongs to the Kartuli language family, the most important of the Caucasian language group which is unrelated to any other group.  Russian is widely spoken and serves as the lingua franca; younger people learn English and some persons can converse in German or Turkish.  There is a legion of languages in the Caucasus, a word derived from Arabic for "Mountains of Languages." 





At the end of fortuitous chain of circumstances, my journey included traveling the old Georgia Military Highway to Kazbegi in the heart of the Caucasus mountains, trekking to the remote village of Shatili established as a world cultural heritage project by UNESCO, visiting, the capital of Tbilisi, touring the wine country around Telavi to the east, seeing Batumi on the Black Sea near the Turkish border with its nearby tea plantations and botanical garden, and visiting many early Christian churches along the way.  We would travel by van and the Georgian national railway and camp, stay at hotels, and in private homes.  





Our group of eight Alpine Club of Canada members landed......





I along with seven other Alpine Club of Canada members landed at the Tbilisi airport mentally and physically weary after our 20-hour flight and 11 hour time difference from Calgary.  Lado Gurchiani, our host and president of the Georgian Climbing Federation, met us at the airport at 15 minutes past midnight.  Lado, Valeri. the driver of a Mercedes 14-passenger van, and two guides drove us and our luggage along a wide boulevard with large, brightly lit billboards advertising cigarettes, cell phones, and computers.  Our hotel was just off Rustaveli Avenue in the heart of this Transcaucasian city of 1.5 million inhabitants .  After we had been assigned rooms, we were invited to have dinner, complete with three pitchers of wine.  As this first taste of famous Georgian hospitality was not to be refused, we didn't get to bed until 3 am.   
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I landed at the Tbilisi airport with seven other members of the Alpine Club of Canada, mentally and physically weary, after a 20-hour flight and 11 hour time difference from Calgary.  Lado Gurchiani, our host and president of the Georgian Climbing Federation, met us at the airport at 15 minutes past midnight.  Lado, Valeri. the driver of a Mercedes 14-passenger van, and two guides drove us and our luggage along a wide boulevard with large, brightly lit billboards advertising cigarettes, cell phones, and computers.  Our hotel was just off Rustaveli Avenue in the heart of this Transcaucasian city of 1.5 million inhabitants .  After we had been assigned rooms, we were invited to have dinner, complete with three pitchers of wine.  As this first taste of famous Georgian hospitality was not to be refused, we didn't get to bed until 3 am.   





Breakfast was at 10:00, but two of us woke early enough to reconnoiter the hotel and its neighborhood.  Our hotel, a former stately home, had been tastefully renovated, with individual rooms opening into a dining room, living room, and hall complex.  Balconies with ornamental wooden carvings hinted at its former glory, as did the beautiful parquet flooring, wide stairway, and high ceilings.  The courtyard, once a garden landscaped with roses and trees, was now unkempt and partly occupied by parked cars and a one-story shoe repair shop with a rusty corrugated iron roof.  Similar balconied stately homes across the courtyard retained their gardens.  They are called Khrushchovka, Stalinka, or after whoever ruled when they were constructed, and all look very much alike.





On this blustery spring morning we decided to walk along Rustaveli Avenue.  Named in honor of Georgia’s national poet, it sported a bakery, statues of notables, a closed CD store, and street vendors displaying their wares—cigarettes, newspapers and magazines, and used and new books in Georgian, Russian, English, and German.  Other shops offered water color and oil paintings, curved daggers and other Georgian souvenirs, and even wooden African carvings.  Around the corner was the former Soviet style Intourist hotel, now shabby looking and housing Abkhazia refugees, their laundry drying in the breeze on the balconies.   A woman with a babushka dressed in drab gray workers' sweater, apron, and skirt, was sweeping the street with a long handled broom made of branches.  While traffic whizzed past, a workman dressed in once white overalls was painting the street's white center stripe with a wide brush.





During our first two days, we toured the National Museum and its Treasury, which houses a superb collection of pre-Christian gold and silver jewelry.  Our English-speaking guide explained the items in 14 large display cases.   A tiny golden lion with an intricately worked mane is one of the most remarkable pieces in the collection.  Other items include not only the usual earrings, necklaces, bracelets, pendants, rings, bowls, buckles, and coins, but also a king's scepter and a silver cup with a frieze of religious ritual and hunting scenes.





That afternoon, Lado had arranged for us to see a performance of Georgian music and ballet at a nearby school.  We sat on wobbly wooden chairs in the nearly barren combined gymnasium and auditorium watching teen aged students in handsome local costumes gracefully execute the difficult ballet steps, accompanied by an accordion and drum.  The boys displayed wonderful agility and sense of rhythm while I admired the amount of discipline and training it must have taken to achieve the high level of performance.  Because of the bare hall and the old school's physical appearance and abysmal state of repair, I wondered if there might be an inverse relationship between quality of education and level of facilities.  How many youngsters must have climbed those worn steps over the years?   Had they noticed the lack of paint, broken windows and fallen down plaster?  





Mtatsminda (Holy Mountain) Park offered a sweeping view over the entire city.  Occupying the top are a small park, the upper terminal of a defunct funicular, the empty shell of a vast colonnaded restaurant with broken windows, and a massive TV tower, visible from all over the city.  From our next stop, Sololaki Ridge, we again viewed the city panorama with the shimmering Caucasus in the distance.  The 20m aluminum statue of Queen Tamar, Mother Georgia (Kartlis Deda), is also visible from all over the city.  In one hand she holds a sword and in the other a bowl to show both Georgian readiness for both defense and hospitality. 





While strolling around on our own along tree lined Rustaveli Avenue, we saw monumental public buildings and came across the English book shop complete with coffee bar.  It offers the most recent Wall Street Journal, Financial Post, London Times, books about Georgia and Pastimes, Tbilisi's weekly cultural magazine for free distribution .  The Georgian Messenger, also available on the web, contains daily world and local news.  General interest articles are contained in the Brosse Street Journal published by the Caucasus school of Journalism and Media Management.  These included items about local elections, historic buildings which had suffered earthquake damage, cultural struggles, the start of ecotourism, and explaining why Jews leave Georgia.





One article related the sorry state of local schools: for example, most of the secondary schools in Rustavi, 30 km from Tbilisi, have no drinking water, telephone service or electricity, and rain blows in on the students through broken classroom windows.  Since the schools have no money to buy diplomas or certificates, the students must pay for them.





We became better acquainted with this fascinating city each time we returned from our sojourns:  north to Kazbegi in the mountains, east to Telavi in the wine country, and west to Batumi on the Black Sea.  After two days of sightseeing and overcoming jet-lag, we packed for a week of trekking and day tripping in the Caucasus.  My notebook states that I hoped I will be able to carry my pack and all it contains.  The rest of our belongings—mostly city clothes, presents, and a few extras—we left at the hotel.  With the small town of Kazbegi on the northern slopes of the Caucasus as our destination, we set forth towards Russia on the Georgian Military Highway.  





Tbilisi, the Georgian word for warm referring to the hot sulfur springs by the river, is built on several hills on the banks of the Mtkvari River (Kura in Russian) flowing east from the mountains of Turkey.  It has been a settlement since Neolithic times and trade links were established with Greek colonies and Rome during the Bronze Age.  Persians captured the town in 368 before Georgian King Gorgasali retook it and made it the capital in 458.  In the second part of the 7th century, the Arabs controlled it until King David the Builder captured it in the 12th century.  At the beginning of the 13th, Turkoman tribesmen laid it to waste.  Next came the Mongols, the Black Death, and then Tamerlane.  Then the Ottoman Turks and Persians fought over it until 1748, when King Erekle II drove the Persians out.  In 1795, Khan Agha Mohammed captured the city and razed it until the Georgians called on Russia for help.  They ruled until the breakup of the Soviet union.   During the first years of independence, demonstrations, street fighting, and massacres by the Soviets resulted in overthrowing President Gamsakhurdia and establishing President Shevardnadze    Now, even though assassinations attempts on Shevardnadze continue, with stability it has again become a peaceful and lively city.





North to Kazbegi and and the Caucasus Mountains





The road is in pitiful condition, a legacy of long years of neglect under Soviet reign, and tested Valeri's skill in avoiding super jumbo size pot holes.  The Military Highway itself starts a little way out of Mtskheta, a former capital, and follows the Aragvi river.  Before long we passed Zhinvali Dam and a large reservoir, at the head of which we stop to view the two remarkable churches of Ananauri within a crenelated wall.  The larger one is noted for its carved external decorations including a huge cross on the back of two dragons, flanked by two vines being eaten by a deer, above two angels and two lions.  The village was relocated to higher ground before the site was flooded by water backed up behind the reservoir.  Amazingly and unusually, popular protest against building a higher dam, which would have flooded the churches, managed to scuttle the plan.  As we walked back to the van, we noted the sadly neglected grounds and the smashed and rusting spotlights that had once illuminated the churches at night.  





We now drive through rolling country with green thickly wooded hillsides and small villages and pass the first of several remaining watchtowers which were signal stations during dangerous times.  Continuing up the valley, we pass an old Intourist hotel and a new half-built road before coming to a row of stalls lining the road at the base of a 640m cliff.  The women tending the stalls offer refreshments, hand knit wool sox, cigarettes, and other items.  From there, the road climbs up six startling hairpin turns to reveal our first views of the High Caucasus.  It then levels out and soon we pass a ski area with chalet style houses, a police post, and a sport hotel built by an Austrian entrepreneur.  From a precipitous viewpoint with rusty guard rails, we regard the villages below in   the gorge from which we had ascended and the mountains now towering above us.  A bit further, just before the pass and highest point on the road, stands a Soviet built 70m long and 8m high monumental semicircular concrete wall with a colorful mural emblazoned on the inside, all sadly decrepit and falling apart.  At the pass, we drive by a cross erected in 1824, replacing a higher one on the old road which was erected by King David the Builder.





Descending to the north, we follow the Terek Valley and see an antiaircraft gun before passing five avalanche sheds with crumbling concrete which are blocked off in summer.  Along with other vehicles, we stop to collect some water from a mineral spring with red stained rocks.  Continuing past steep-sloped alpine scenery, we glimpse the snowy dome and black precipitous flanks of Mount Kazbek, an extinct volcano, which at 5,047m, is Georgia's highest peak.  It rises some 3,300 m. above the valley and was first climbed by an Englishman.  A few more kilometers along is the small town of Kazbegi situated in a large amphitheater of mountains dominated by Mount Kazbek.  The sleepy place was named after Alexander Kazbegi, a local noble who became a much loved poet.  It offers a few stores, kiosks, a municipal and other buildings, and numerous freely ranging cattle and pigs.  We then drive for about ten more minutes down the Terek Valley on a narrow shelf hewn out of the face of the rock above the rushing torrent.  This vertical precipice and the one on the other side of the river together form the celebrated Darial Gorge.  When we reach a tiny side valley in which Lado's camp is located, we turn off.  Here we will stay overnight before starting our trek.





The camp, usually used for youth groups, consists of a half dozen small clapboard sided cabins each sleeping four to six persons and a simple building with a dining room at one end and a rustic kitchen at the other.  The kitchen has a fridge, shelving for dishes and food, and tabletop propane burners.  A makeshift table covered with worn oil cloth and wooden benches serve as a small eating area.  Outside, a shed roof extending from the kitchen covers a counter and sinks with cold water taps.  Lado has planted numerous saplings which are just starting to take hold on the gently sloping meadow.  The washing facilities located here consists of a cold water faucet fastened to a concrete post.  The pit toilets are in two old wooden sheds beyond the other side of a high rusty fence which keeps out cattle and sheep.





After enjoying a good night's sleep, we beheld a clear sunny day.  Our little group set off for the trailhead at a military check point near the Russian border and before long we hiked up the steep sided Khdae valley.  The trail zigzags a short distance through brush and tree covered boulder fields and then winds up the headwall alongside a cascading stream flowing over enormous boulders.  Above the headwall we emerged into a broad U-shaped valley.  The higher slopes were barren, except for a few snow patches, while the lower meadows displayed green shrubbery, and the trail follows the tree and shrub lined stream.   At the first rest stop in the shade of some deciduous trees, I was pleased to turn my pack over to the horses.  Continuing up the broad valley for several more hours, we reached the campsite: a meadow where a side stream flows through a rocky alluvial fan.  A few widely spaced trees were just beginning to leaf out.  We enjoyed the remote solitude, and views of rugged snowy peaks as much as the Russian sheepherders might have when they camped here while Georgia was under Russian control.  





Next day was an easy walk to camp at the base of a pass and a glacier.  The trail wound through meadows profuse with showy gentian, hyacinth, lady's slippers, yellow cinquefoil, crocuses, lilies, lupines, and yellow and purple primroses, among others, which I had never before seen growing wild.  In the gusty wind, we pitched our tents wherever we could find a level spot on the boulder strewn alpine meadow.  It was a lovely spot from which to admire the mountains all around us, a view marred only by cans and jars discarded by previous parties.  Some of our group explored the snow conditions at the pass to determine if we could cross it to reach the remote village of Djuta on the other side.  The weather turned to drizzle as they returned to inform us that the snow was too deep to proceed.  We would need to approach Djuta via a rough road from the south.





Although it poured that night, by morning the rain had eased and after a warm breakfast we hiked out all the way to the trailhead in periodic drizzle.  Just before descending the headwall we met a a group of soldiers patrolling this border area, since Chechnya lies just on the other side of the ridge.  We wondered if we would be arrested, but passed safely because Sophia, one of our guides, explained our presence.  Valeri, our driver, met us at the trailhead and drove us the few kilometers back to Lado's camp.  Once out of the elements, we felt that we lived in luxury eating in the rustic kitchen, taking care of laundry, and sleeping on a bunk bed.  





Next morning we packed and set off reasonably early as it would be a long moving day with irregular meal times.  We would visit museums in Kazbegi and drive to Djuta on a dirt road before retracing our way on the Georgia Military Highway to the Zhinvali dam.  From there we would  drive along the Pshavis Aragvi to stay overnight at Barisakho, the administrative center for Khevsureti district.  Beyond this there is not even a kiosk, only mountains and a few remote villages of which Shatili, an ultra remote one, would be our goal for the following day. 





At Alexander Kazbegi's former home and now a museum, the walls have wainscoting, damask style wall paper, and the floor is polished parquet throughout.  Downstairs are photos of his family, manuscripts, film shots of his stories, and a grand piano. Upstairs are his beautiful writing desk and other sumptuous furniture.  Adjacent is a statue of Kazbegi and a small stone church.  The contrast between this stone mansion and the simple houses of other residents was like night and day.  Lado also showed us the small unpretentious mountaineering museum a couple of blocks away.  It relates the history of mountaineering in Georgia and the Caucasus through old posters, photographs, pennants, ropes, ice axes, and other memorabilia.  





We then took a gravel road past a fenced field with sculptured busts of local writers and the small village of  Snow to Djuta, at 2,200m the highest village in the area.  At Djuta, we parked on the near side of a small roaring stream and walked up steeply sloping potato fields to photograph the compact village nestled on the opposite slope.  It is home to about 20 Khevsur families who live in stone houses spaced irregularly along stony tracks winding up the hillside.  Each house has a small,  overgrown fenced vegetable garden   The village is set amidst hillsides of green pastures.  In the distance loom the contrasting shiny seven peaks of Mount Chaukhi (3,842m) with 800m climbing cliffs.





We crossed the bridge and walked up the stony paths to have a closer look and visit with the villagers.  On one street, two boys chased old bicycle wheels bouncing merrily down the steep uneven rock pavement.  At one home we chatted with resident military personnel who showed us a room serving alternately as school and military sleeping quarters, depending on the time of day.  At another home the kitchen was situated under a corrugated metal shed roof.  Cold water comes from a hose next to a sheet metal miner or trapper type box stove, the top of which is used for heating water, cooking, and baking bread.  Fences around gardens are constructed of odds and ends of wire, poles, shrubbery, boards, old bedsteads, and any other items able to keep animals out.  We saw an old farmer pounding a fence post into the ground as he had likely pounded many over lifetime.    The primitive stone houses are chinked with dirt and dung on the outside and the inside is whitewashed plaster, sparsely but warmly furnished.  I sensed a harmonious relationship in this apparent disarray of primitive houses, makeshift gardens, fences, and streets, and a feeling of permanence among these down to earth, friendly people; they or their descendants will be here long after others have perished and various regimes have come and gone. 





After this stop, we retraced our steps and enjoyed a 3:00 pm lunch at a roadside diner whose tables were decorated with faded plastic flowers, table cloths, and serving dishes.  Our hungry group happily consumed excellent dumplings, bread, cheese, pickles, pickled tomatoes, salad, and Kazbegi beer.  Further along, at the stalls back at the base of the cliff, we bought some colorful wool socks with local designs knitted by the women selling their wares.  Valeri safely navigated the potholed road along the reservoir and up the Shaves Aragvi valley.  We passed what had once been planned as a hydroelectric site and what appeared to be remnants of a road and concrete living quarters for the project's workers.  Although we saw many such empty concrete shells, abandoned buildings with no water, windows, or heating, people still lived in other, similar ones.  Where road signs indicated that there was only one lane, the river had washed the other one away.  Here, as elsewhere, guard rails and other parts of the concrete bridges were crumbling away, leaving rusting reinforcing rods exposed, probably because the concrete was not always of the right aggregate, had been poured too thin or was made without the proper chemicals.  Fortunately, none of the bridges let us down.  





It was almost evening when we arrived at Barisakho and Lado scouted around the outpost to find a home for us.  After a while he returned and guided us to a house where the family members had moved together and given us the bed- and living rooms, and foam mattresses in the entry hall.  Our good driver had come prepared to sleep in the van.  We washed up at a cold water faucet in the yard as was, in the opposite direction, the outhouse.  Before retiring, we had a simple eight o'clock dinner with the usual wine and toasts on the porch.   





Next morning we were on the way to Shatili, which we could reach byway of Datvidjari Pass (2,767m), assuming we could cross it.  It is an ultra remote village with just 15 families living in defensive towers and ancient houses, some dating from the 6th century, huddled together on a low cliff.  A World Cultural Heritage project was established there by the World Bank and UNESCO.  Along the way we stopped at a military post so Lado could obtain documents allowing us to travel this close to the Chechnyan border.  From here on, the narrow, steep road contained numerous super-size pot holes and was traversed by water courses.  At Kakhmati (about 2,200m), the last settlement before the pass, we camped on a beautiful cattle-grazed meadow outside the village, next to a stream.  Shortly thereafter the road was blocked by remnants of last winter's snow and mud slides.  In any case, it turns into a four-wheel-drive track here.  We had come too early this year;  Shatili and other places would have to wait for another visit.    





After establishing camp and eating lunch, part of our group hiked up a ridge, while others, including myself, hiked to the pass on an unmarked trail over the grassy hillside, which cut off many of the road's numerous switchbacks.  From there we had unobstructed 360-degree views of the High Caucasus—mountains, hills, and valleys.  We couldn't have asked for a more scenic spot or more perfect day.  We arrived back at camp at 7:00 in the evening, tired and ready for our supper of bread, cheese, cucumber, tea, and soup, with no main course or dessert, which I missed.  I did have a piece of delicious goat shish kebob roasted over an open fire and given to me by our driver.  I then walked to the river, washed up and cooled my feet.  Thus refreshed, I crawled into my sleeping bag for a good night's rest.  





While the more ambitious went for a hike next day, some of us declared it a rest day with time to visit the village.   We talked with farmers, thanks to Sophia's interpreting.  It was quickly evident  that they knew more about Canada than we did about Georgia.  Displaying typical Georgian hospitality, they invited us to share their meal while the woman baked the bread on top of a simple stove in their basic rustic home.  Afterwards, one of the husband's brothers sang and played the balalaika for us.  





An Interlude in Tbilisi


It was now time to leave the mountains and the remote, highly interesting, and seldom visited part of Georgia; to return to Tbilisi and "civilization" for the next leg of our journey: the wine growing country surrounding Telavi in Kakheti province to the east.





Next morning we left at 7:00 with everything, including the damp tents, packed into the van.  It was a long, bumpy ride until we reached the paved main road which was navigated at top speed of 80 kph.  We arrived in Tbilisi early afternoon.  After a cold shower, a late lunch, and hanging up our damp clothes and tent, we took an extended walk through the old town, with its former upper class residential area where the well guarded and concrete bunkered US Embassy is located.  A friendly policeman informed us about security measures and told us that there have not been any demonstrations or problems and that Georgia feel close to the West.  We also strolled through the farmers' market which offers many varieties of vegetables, fruit, cheese, meat, herbs and spices, wine, candy, and bread.  Reaching a kiosk in a well-used city park with dirt paths through grassy areas, we sat at a small plastic table shaded by large deciduous trees.  We ordered Turkish coffee to accompany the home-baked plum cake which we had bought from a woman peddling it on the street.  From this vantage point we watched the street life—kids playing, vendors selling large bouquets of beautiful flowers, and taxi drivers picking up and letting off passengers.  Two men came and took the table next to ours, and unpacked bread, dried fish, and vodka to go with the mug of beer ordered at the kiosk.  The trim, middle aged woman operating the kiosk brought them a plate and napkins and the men offered us some of their vodka.  





Moseying back to the hotel along the back streets and through a beautiful park, we noted small enterprises in basements: bakeries, a book binding establishment, hair dresser, and grocery store.  Wine cost about $5 for four liters and vodka about half that for half a liter and when wine is sold in larger quantities, e.g. in Jerry cans, it costs less.  Along the way we walked into the Marriott Hotel to find out that they charge $140 for a double, although in many hotels there are two rates:  one if you want a receipt and a lesser amount if you don't.  The young German reservation manager invited us to the lounge and provided complimentary cups of welcome Cappuccino.  In German, we discussed topics ranging from Georgia’s hospitable and independence-loving people and the source and type of tourists to Georgia’s current and future economic situation.  He restated what we had been told in similar conversations. 





Since gaining independence, Georgia had lost its major trading partners i.e. it had supplied the Soviet Union with much of its fruit and vegetables, tea, and wine and brandy.  As this trade is now cut off, little foreign exchange is earned.  There have also been major internal conflicts and political upheavals since independence, with consequent political and economic instability.  Corruption still plagues the system,  even though eliminating it was one of Shevardnadze election promises.  





As well, the middle class, people who know how to organize businesses, run banks, develop markets, and the like, is largely absent because formerly, with a planned economy, it didn't matter if a factory or enterprise was run efficiently or was profitable, and centralized planning removes individual initiative.  Now, private business people have to develop a new viewpoint and create foreign connections without valuable experience.  It is also difficult because factories have old equipment and there is little standardization or quality control of activities such as wine production, which is what western markets desire.  Furthermore, the necessary infrastructure, including transportation, electricity, banking system and the like are inadequate or in poor condition.  To some degree sticking with traditional ways of carrying out activities has also interferes with recovery.  





Nevertheless, the last five years or so have been marked by growing political and economic stability, regaining markets, privatization, financial assistance by the IMF, and slow rebuilding of infrastructure.  We expressed unfounded hope that Georgians, in order to retain their culture, values, way of life, and to escape becoming like every other place on earth, would avoid our pitfalls, limit their wants for more, value human relationships more than things, and find their own solutions to their difficulties  All this was pretty heady stuff over cups of Cappuccino.





After reaching 'home,' we engaged in our usual routine of hand-washing clothes, and following a good supper with wine and toasts, I went to bed and quickly dropped off to sleep.   





Telavi and the wine growing country


Next day we drove to Telavi, the small restful provincial capital of Kakheti province in eastern Georgia.  Its central location is ideal for visiting the renowned wine country and its ancient churches dating from the 5th to the 10th centuries.  The drive on the potholed roads included a rest stop at roadside stalls offering, in addition to the usual assortment of snacks and beverages, knickknacks and cigarettes, freshly baked bread and fruit, including apricots and individual grapes strung on a string.  Like many other Georgian cities, Telavi has survived numerous wars and invasions.   The town is dominated by the Batonistsikhe, a massive fortified compound containing several churches and palaces.  We drive past this citadel along a wide street with relatively tasteful postwar concrete blocks containing several shops, cafes, a bank, and the post office.  We turn uphill at a broad park-like and tree-lined boulevard with a stream running down its center before turning into the next street to reach a private home, owned by one of Lado's friends, where we will stay.  It is arranged to accept visitors, and we are received warmly and shown our rooms.  From the balcony of this hilltop home we look out across agricultural fields of the Alazani valley to a line of distant blue mountains, the main range of the Caucasus.    





Our walks through Telavi's center took us to a cobble stone square by the citadel, around which are a school, a building being renovated into a ballet school, and a closed museum.  Near by, we saw a modern theater, the former Persian-style residence of the Kakhetian kings in the 17th and 18th centuries, and a large abandoned and closed brick church.  The Soviet style Kakheti Hotel now houses Abkhazian refugees, while across from the citadel stands the Hotel Telavi, formerly of the grand tradition, but now empty, grim, and without electricity and water.  At the citadel, by the equestrian statue of King Erekle II and under the shade of a huge sycamore tree said to be 800 years old, we chitchatted pleasantly with a young man.  He was eager to practice his school English and explained that he wanted to learn more computer technology in order to remain in Telavi where he was content.  He also smiled when some young people drove by squealing and gunning their car in youthful exhibitionism and exuberance.





One trip into the surrounding countryside took us to a combined art and music afternoon at a sculptor's family home.  His rough basalt and polished hardwood abstract carvings adorned the garden and house and we were entertained by his wife and son singing and playing a balalaika, all while sitting in the vine-covered arbor, imbibing the local product.  At the village of Ikalto we visited a group of three historic churches, built between the 6th and 12th centuries, and the ruins of the academy, founded in 6th century, where the national poet Shota Rustaveli studied.  All are positioned in a small courtyard among cypress trees.  The academy was founded by Xenon, one of the Syrian Fathers who established Christianity in Georgia.  





Near Akhmeta and on the way to a beautiful 11th century church amidst the ruins of Kvetera, a town fortress, we drove the gravel road on top of a dike channeling a stream. Without problem or hesitancy, Valeri simply and slowly bounced us over the gravelly river bed wherever the dike was washed out.  Hidden in the wooded hillside was a church, built of white tufa and with shimmering blue roof tiles.  It has a diamond-shaped floor plan and four equal transepts.  Because it is currently undergoing reconstruction, with many broken tiles on the grounds, I felt free to collect a small piece of a roof tile as a souvenir.  At Alaverdi lies the great cathedral of St. George, one of the largest medieval churches in Georgia.  It was built in the 11th century and damaged by the Mongols, repaired with brick, further damaged by an earthquake in 1742, repaired and surrounded with defensive walls and a massive gate tower.  Its frescos, dating from the 11th to 13th and the 15th century, are gradually being uncovered and restored after having been whitewashed by the Soviets. 





Many churches are located on a knoll or hilltop for defensive purposes and therefore provide a splendid view of the surrounding countryside.  All have been damaged over the years during battles, by earthquakes, or fire and have been reconstructed at various times.  Church interiors may be bare, or have large icons, remnants of beautiful painted frescoes in different condition, or ones which were whitewashed by the Soviets.





To reach Nekresi, site of one of the oldest churches in Georgia, we walked up a rough road for 1.5 km through forested hills in the heat of the midday sun   In its pleasantly cool woodsy setting, this little basilica and the monastery date from the 4th century.  Father Abibos, who used it as a base in the 6th century, was martyred by the Persians.  A naved basilica was added in the 7th century and a bishop's palace in the 8th and 9th.  A tower was added in the 16th.  It was frequently raided by the Lezghians and finally destroyed in the 18th century.  





Upon returning to the shady parking area where we had left the van, we were hailed by a group of about a dozen women teachers on a celebratory picnic.  They sat around a long weathered picnic table nailed together from unfinished boards singing Georgian and, for us, American, songs in beautiful harmony.  The sound was like that of angels singing in the woods.  In spontaneous Georgian hospitality, they offered us some of their wine while we chatted about schools and teaching.  Before leaving, we gave each teacher a small Canada pin which we had brought along for just such occasions.  Upon returning to the van we met a group of school children with their parents and teachers resting under the shade of a large tree on an outing to the church.  They also sang for us.  What a lovely way to end that outing.  





Because of our penchant for seeing sights as thoroughly as possible and encountering unplanned serendipitous events, we frequently ran behind schedule.  Hence we often had late lunches and suppers and arrived at the Tsinandali winery too late in the afternoon for a tour, although still in time to have a tasting and buying session.  Tsinandali, the house and estate, approached through a pair of handsome wrought-iron gates, has been preserved as a museum in memory of the early 19th century poet Colonel Prince David Chavchavadze.  Except for the ravages of time, it probably differs little from what it was about 150 years ago, on July 3,1854, when Imam Shamyl’s Murids swooped down from the hills and carried off a shrieking Princess Anna Chavchavadze, her five children, her sister, her teen age niece and a French governess.  Shamyl, leader of the Chechen, had fought against the Tsar’s rule and held the ladies hostage in order to have his son returned, who had grown up in the Tsar’s home after having been captured.  The exchange was eventually accomplished, but the son succumbed before long because he had become Russianized, no longer felt attached to his father or the Murids and their rough life, and pined for home in St. Petersburg.





The winery, housed in simple warehouse style buildings, was founded in 1884 by the romantic poet Alexander Chavchavadze's father.  Through a maze of rooms and passageways, some with massive wine casks, we were led to a dimly lit banquet size room in the middle of which was a huge dark wooden dining table surrounded by equally large dark wooden armchairs.  In this somber setting we sniffed the bouquet and tasted several vintages of excellent relatively dry white and red wines before selecting some to purchase.  





As it was now late, we were ushered out hurriedly and strolled through the large ornamental garden back to the van.  On the way we admired the roses in bloom and several of the rare trees, including magnolia, cedars, pines, and palms, and noticed that there had once been a small zoo.  We also couldn't resist walking hurriedly through the Alexander Chavchavadze museum before it closed.  This small two story manor house contains original furniture, including several pianos, and numerous beautiful landscape and portrait paintings.  Regrettably, we missed seeing the big villa once used as a holiday home by the communist elite, including Shevardnadze and his friends.  Back at the home in Telavi, we enjoyed a late festive dinner with several dishes of tasty food and numerous toasts and accompanied by captivating fierce and fervent singing by a group of five Georgian men.  The one who carried the continuo had a deep rich bass voice. 





After breakfast the following morning, we said good bye and thanked our hosts before returning to Tbilisi and preparing for the last part of our trip, a visit to Batumi and the surrounding area on the Black Sea.  On the return trip,  Valeri again displayed his skill avoiding pot holes and police checks—the latter by shrugging his shoulders and motioning with his right hand to indicate, "What have I done?   Do you really want me to stop?" and driving on.  





Another Tbilisi Interlude


Back in Tbilisi, after retrieving our gear and moving to a different hotel, we spent the afternoon exploring more of the old town with its tangle of little streets, terraces, and alleyways which once constituted the old Persian, Tartar, Armenian, and Jewish quarters.  Among the clustered houses with cobblestone streets and sidewalks with steps are a mosque, an Armenian church, a synagogue, and the mosque-like Hammam or Turkish bath, all still in use.  We paid another visit to the market, the English Book Shop, and bought some Georgian brandy and vodka to take home.  We also looked for the Academy of Art and found it on a torn up narrow street in the artist's quarters.  The outstanding work produced there includes modern cloisonné enamel jewelry, decorative silver pieces and jewelry, paintings, and textile weavings.  Although the building's exterior is decrepit, its interior and the ateliers have been renovated in a simple style reminiscent of Scandinavia.  The textile pictures, both abstract and realistic, are hand woven using woolen thread carefully tamped with a table fork.  Indicating their exceptional quality is the fact that several have been sold to individuals, such as the presidents of Turkey and the United States.





That evening we attended a stunning performance by the Georgian National Ballet.  The music ranged from the 11th and 12th century to modern; the dances were performed by roughly 50 individuals in Georgian style, "where women move like automatons, stiffly as if, their feet on castors, the were being spun about by an unseen hand.  Featureless as dolls, false black plaits falling to their waist, they gyrate like ice-maidens lost in a dream while all around them boys leap, tumble and fly through the air, their bodies knowing no boundaries."  Each dance was performed in the costume of a different province and exhibited its individual spirit.  Bouquets were presented the ladies for solo performances.  The audience of about 3,000 sometimes clapped in rhythm to the music and at the end gave a long and hearty applause.  At the conclusion it took about half an hour to clear the jam-packed decrepit Soviet style hall.  I was relieved that there had been no fire and especially during a dance in which the performers held candles.   





Batumi on the Black Sea


Early next morning we headed across town to the railway station for our trip to Batumi.  Lado, who had pre-purchased the tickets, showed us to our seats and we settled ourselves comfortably for the day long ride.   The relatively modern rail cars were full of other travelers bent on using this inexpensive way to travel.  As the electric-powered train bounced over the rails, its clickety-clickety sound proved ideal for sleeping, reading, reflecting about some of our impressions, and looking out the windows while the countryside rushed by.  We passed agricultural countrysides, green wooded hills, dissected mountainous terrain, assortments of rusty rail cars, abandoned stuff, Soviet-style empty concrete buildings, and hundreds of green and white oil tank cars with AZPETROL emblazoned on their sides carrying oil from Baku, Azerbaijan to Turkey.  Along the way, we stopped at a number of towns, including Gori, whose chief claim to fame is that Stalin was born there in 1879.  Even though he had sent thousands of Georgians to Siberia, by a strange quirk of fate, he is admired and more popular today than he ever was during his lifetime.  Now that he is safely buried he can serve as an outlet for Georgian nationalism.  





After seven hours and about 450 km we arrive in Batumi, a relaxing resort-type town situated between the sea and luxuriant green hills.  An immediate attractions is the good harbor.  Batumi's history includes Turkish and Russian occupation and having been a British protectorate.  It was also a departure point for trade in slaves, a free port, and where Stalin took part in a major strike against an oil refinery, for which he was sent to Siberia.  It is now an oil shipping port with an oil refinery and has a significant Muslim population.  Lado scouted around and rented a taxi-van and driver who purchased gasoline from a roadside stand dispensing it from glass jugs before driving us to the home of one of Lado’s many friends in the small coastal town of Sarape.  It lies south of Batumi, towards Turkey, and the home is located right at the pebbly beach.   Crowded onto the lot is the home with tourist rooms, as well as a newly finished tourist cottage, and start of second one.  We settled into the cottage, three using the two rooms on the first floor, the rest in the sleeping loft, sharing the combined shower, toilet, and washing facilities.  





After a 5 pm lunch under a sunny sky and within sound of the surf, two of us slipped away to Batumi while the rest stayed to swim and sun themselves.   After orienting ourselves near the harbor in central Batumi, with dazzling white buildings, we walk to the large Gothic style Orthodox, originally Roman Catholic, 19th century stone church.  As a wedding has just taken place, we milled among many well dressed guests to regard the murals and stained glass.  Then we strolled through the nearby market which appeared more like a Turkish bazaar than a Georgian market.  It had the usual large assortment of fruits and vegetables, meat, fish, cheeses, spices and herbs, plastic kitchen ware, household goods, clothing, and shoes and smiling salespersons from whom we bought small cone-shaped newspaper rolled bags of paprika for 20¢.  Thereafter we headed the few blocks to the harbor which seemed to have been busier at one time as there were just a few ships moored at the docks and none in the harbor.  On the promenade overlooking the harbor a well dressed restaurant owner invited us to partake of the food and drink laid out on white tablecloth covered tables shaded by large umbrellas.  There were bottles of French Champagne and soft drink, cream puffs, fresh cherries, strawberries, small pears, and mush mullah (Eriobotrya Japonica/Loquat).  Addressing us in excellent English, he insisted that we sit down and help ourselves, free, to exhibit his Georgian hospitality.  We thought he was jesting and would present a bill later, but learned that he was sincere and wanted us to participate at his birthday celebration. 





On the way back to meet the taxi-van, we stopped at a wrought iron gate to admire a large well-maintained white building on the other side of a spacious yard with potted plants.  As we looked  through the gate, two uniformed attendants motioned us to enter.  They gave us a tour of one of the best furnished, modern, and well-designed preschool facilities we had ever seen: classrooms, sleeping rooms with beds, kitchen and eating-learning area, wading pool, shelves for clothing, and the like, all immaculately clean and in tiptop condition.  Tastefully placed plants and pictures in the halls and rooms providing an inviting atmosphere.  We wondered whose children attended.  What a pity we didn't know Georgian or Russian, or they English, French, or German!





Next day proved to be another long one.  First to Petra, site of overgrown Byzantine ruins amidst tea plantations in the hills to the north.  This settlement and fortress was built high on a hill overlooking the Black Sea.  The ruins are concealed from the road by lemon trees planted by the Soviets.  From the top of the hill, we looked to tea plantations on other hillocks and discerned, partially hidden by vegetation, outlines of larger estate homes once belonging to Georgian royalty.  The owners were removed by the Soviets and then occupied by Russian generals.  Near the hardly noticeable road junction leading to the ruins a roadside stall displays homemade long bamboo ladders and beautiful flowers in bamboo containers.  Earning a living in this area, I thought, does not differ much from that in other places.   





Our next stop was an all-too-brief visit to the nearby Botanical Garden lying between the beach and the hills.  Graf (Earl) and Botany Professor Alexei Krasnov founded it in 1912 as part of his vision of the coast as a new Riviera.  The 130 hectare (320 acre) site, with more than 5,000 plant species, is divided into several phytogeographic sections, including Mediterranean, North American, Transcaucasian, Japanese, and New Zealand, Australian and East Asian.  A small stream flows within the hilly garden and there are several greenhouses and Krasnov's beautiful former home, now used as the administration building.  After walking through the formal Italian style garden at the railway platform of a former stop on the main Batumi-Tbilisi line, we wandered up a broad ceremonial stairway, its wide steps bordered by remnants of concrete vases.  This led to a winding road and the upper garden, with stunning views over the Black Sea.  There, the near-retirement resident Professor of Botany showed us around a small portion of the garden and provided us with the scientific names of numerous varieties of pine, bamboo, magnolia, iris, and other plants.  She also stated that, regrettably, the 160 gardeners and the funds are insufficient to maintains the deteriorating grounds.  I wished I knew as much about botany as she has forgotten.





Back in Batumi, two of us took off for old Batumi with its closely spaced neoclassical houses adorned with balconies and gardens.  We passed the abandoned former railway station and Grand Hotel, which must have been elegant in their former genteel glory.  There is talk of remodeling the railway station into an opera house, but the hotel seems destined for further decay.   The recently refurbished synagogue shows Persian influence in its domes and arches over the doors and windows.  Although we wanted to look inside, the door was locked.  Just then, two members of the congregation drove up and let us in.  Its plain white stucco interior was simply furnished with comfortable modern armchairs, instead of pews, arranged in semicircles so that people could talk.  The old, ornate curtains of the ark contrasted and blended well with the modern decor and beige carpeted sanctuary.   Through rudimentary English and body language we learned that the congregation now consists of about 150 families.  





On the way to meet the others at the taxi-van, we passed what had once been a store but now houses a tailor and a watch repair shop.  Sunlight streamed through the windows into the dimly lit work room.  Using sign language, we asked the watchmaker to tighten the temples of our glasses, which he did while grinning and nodding.  We showed our appreciation by reciprocating his body language. 





Before returning to the seaside cottage, we made a short detour along the coastal road to the nearby Turkish border, just to say we had been there.  Along the way we dodged cows wandering on the road and Lado showed us the nearly vertical sea cliffs where he had learned and honed his rock climbing skills.  That evening, our last day in Batumi, we enjoyed a family prepared supper at the backyard picnic tables, complete with the usual wine and toasts, at ten minutes before before eleven!


 


Returning to Tbilisi


Next morning, a quick drive past the virtually abandoned airport, through the nearly deserted city, and past the oil refinery, took us to the train station just in time to catch the daily train to Tbilisi.   As our  train chugged gently along, I looked out of the windows at the passing countryside and, egged on by the clickety clickety sound of the steel wheels rolling over the tracks, I mused about  what it was that made Georgia so interesting and memorable. 





To me, it seemed that Georgia has until now retained many traditional values and has not yet been homogenized into those of the global village.  Georgia is a unique mosaic composed of special attractions and striking contrasts.  Its special attractions include its art and architecture found in museums, churches, and older parts of towns, and its music at performances and informal singing at home, picnics, and the like.  Georgia's proud, steadfast, and exceedingly hospitable people are another hallmark as are its varied landscapes ranging from metropolitan centers to ultra remote settlements and from cultivated to wild Mediterranean and alpine environments.  It is also special because it has been influenced by both eastern and western cultures, evidences of which exist in daily life and in music, art and architecture.  Its long and tumultuous history with its political, economic, and cultural consequences heightens Georgia's appeal.





Possibly the most visible contrast is the gulf between the small proportion of affluent and the large proportion of impoverished people.  Differences are observable in the furnishings of houses and their size, style, and maintenance of stately homes with gardens on the one hand, while others appear ramshackle, frequently with added on rooms, tightly packed together with people living in cramped quarters.  These generally have makeshift repairs to roofs, walls, and fences and unkempt gardens and, perhaps down spouts spewing forth rain water onto sidewalks.  Also indicating economic disparities, are the items available in stores and markets, ranging from exquisite jewelry to plastic ware and from basic to luxury food items, as well as the kind and style of clothes people wear on the street, at the markets, to the opera, on trains, and in fields.  Contrasts also exist in the attractiveness and artistic beauty of the countryside, old churches, and homes of notables and peasants as compared to the ugliness of Soviet concrete apartment blocks, many of which are virtually abandoned and falling apart, with no water, windows, or heating.   





Historical Background


On the return trip, we also reread our trusty Lonely Planet guide book to refresh our knowledge of Georgian history and obtain a greater perspective of Georgia.  Georgia’s culture and ethnic character can be traced to the breakup of the Hittite empire in the 12th century BCE.  During early times the isthmus between the Black and Caspian seas served as a gateway through which many different tribes, such as the Cimmerians and Scythians, moved from central Asia to Southwest Asia.  Over the centuries the area was the object of rivalry between Persia, Turkey, and Russia.  The early tribes were freed from Persian rule when they were conquered by Alexander the Great and the Greeks, who colonized the Black Sea coast in the 4th century BCE.  The legend of the Golden Fleece stems from this time.  This was followed by the Seleucids, the Romans, Persians, Muslim Arabs, and Seljuk Turks.  After Georgia had been devastated by the Seljuk invaders, its golden age under king David II Aghmashenbelis began.  At that time the Turks were also busy fighting the Crusaders who invaded Turkey in their quest to liberate the Holy Land.  





The golden age flourished through David's great-granddaughter Queen Tamara's reign, when the Mongols (Hulaku Khan) overran and devastated the country in 1234 and the following years.  It was again conquered when the hordes of Timur (Tamerlane,) at the end of the 14th C, swept through the country, to be followed by the Ottoman Turks.  Thus weakened, it was obliged to submit to Islamic rule by Persia in the east and the Ottomans (Turks) in the west.  In 1783 the king of Georgia concluded an alliance with Russia, hoping to gain protection from Islamic expansion.  Russia made increasingly importunate demands and in 1801 annexed eastern Georgia.  Thus, the Persians were replaced by the Russians (Peter the Great and Catherine the Great) and again Turkey.   Georgia was briefly independent after the 1917 Russian Revolution, but was invaded by the Red Army and incorporated into the Soviet Union in 1922. 





The waves of migration, the conflicts between Christians and Muslims, and the occupation by one conqueror after another, which included exploitation, massacres of millions of people, ransacked cities, crushed local rulers, and paying of tribute, all left their mark, resulting in the patchwork of cultures and languages and cultural mixtures and blends throughout the country today .  





Recent Events


Since gaining independence from Russia at the end of 1991, things have not been far from quiet and peaceful.  In December, street fighting took place in Tbilisi to overthrow president Zviad Gamsakhurdia.   A military coup took power, ceding its authority to a State Council in 1993.  This gained international respectability when Eduard Shevardnadze, who had been Soviet Foreign Minster under Gorbachev, agreed to lead it.  In October 1992 parliamentary elections legitimized the Council and Shevardnadze was elected Chairman of Parliament and Head of State.  Immediately following the coup, there was fear of Georgia disintegrating into small fiefdoms, armed bands roamed the countryside, and there was an internal conflict between Georgians and Ossetians.  Although this ended with a truce in June 1992, in August, a more serious conflict erupted in Abkhazia.  Because Georgian forces were defeated, Shevardnadze called on the Russians to help him.  This obliged Georgia to join the CIS and since Gamsakhurdia, who had been behind the Abkhazia uprising, died in December 1993, the civil war ended.  Another consequence of the conflict was the enforced displacement of about 250,000 Georgian and plus several thousand Armenians, Russians, Greeks, and others, from their homes.  These displaced persons placed an additional economic burden on the country's nearly collapsed economy.  Since 1994 there has been an economic upturn because Shevardnadze and his aides have worked to integrate Georgia into the international community.  There was an assassination attempt on Shevardnadze in 1995 and because those accused of the attempt fled to Russia, it strained relations with Russia further.  Increased integration with European and other nations has continued and the assassination attempt did not hold up internal developments, introducing a new currency, holding parliamentary and presidential elections in which Shevardnadze was reelected President.  In spite of a flare up of fighting in Abkhazia and the expulsion of 30,000 Georgians, the overall impression is of continued political and economic reform and growing stable development. 





Our Last Night in Tbilisi


Shortly before arriving in Tbilisi, Lado used his cell phone to call Valeri and let him know when to meet us at the railway station.  As in other countries without adequate infrastructure, cell phones are almost ubiquitous and used for everything from conducting business or talking with friends to  being reminded of what to bring home or simply to pass the time of day.





Back in Tbilisi we settled into the hotel, had a last afternoon stroll around town, and a light final supper.   During our last night we were lulled to sleep by the sound of rain on the tin roof, several freight trains, and the ever swirling Mtkvari River rushing along.  By 6:30 we had awakened the night attendant, deposited our packed bags in the lobby, and were off for an early breakfast.  Valeri appeared on time, loaded our bags, and in the gray of a cloudy early dawn drove us to the airport.  Along the way, women were already sweeping the street with their long handled brush brooms and we again passed numerous billboards advertising cigarettes, automobiles, and cell phones.  





At the airport, Lado facilitated our checking in and we recalled that he had been our host, guide, and trip organizer.  He is a well known expert climber, mountaineer, and former member of the Russian climbing team.  As one time member of the Communist party when that was necessary to further one's desires, he knows his way around.  Through his many friends, including the mayors of mountain villages, he made sure that we had guides at museums, places to stay, transportation, a visit to a sculptors' home, and see a student dance group at the local high school.  This tall lanky man could easily be mistaken for a cowboy with his self-assured gait, chiseled face, and when wearing his checkered sport shirt, jeans, and cap, and driving his Mitsubishi 4-wheel drive with tires ready to have a blowout.  He obviously knew the ropes, as when and when not to drive through a police check point, where to obtain wine, extend the visas, obtain railway or concert tickets, the professor as guide for the world renowned botanical garden north of Batumi.   





While bidding good bye, Lado presented each of us with a pin of the Georgian Mountaineering Federation and a bottle of excellent Georgian red wine.  We were now on our own and engrossed in our own thoughts as the airplane taxied to the runway, took off, and returned us to the western world.





——————  30  ———————
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