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Climbing and Kalashnikovs, Part II

Look in any Alpine Journal up until the 1960s and even an alpine climb is
listed as an expedition. Contrast that with more recent accounts about

flying to China, completing an amazing route within a fortnight's holiday,
and just calling it a climb. Getting to the mountains is the nub of the
difference. Overcoming political, bureaucratic and security obstructions
can be as much of a challenge as physical obstacles on the mountains. Add
to that a particular yen to drive, say, a beloved Land Rover, to distant
countries and what you have is defmitely an expedition. Any climb in the
Caucasus nowadays is certainly an expedition as there are no huts and
what little infrastructure there was disappeared with the Soviet Union.

Georgia was just the place to driv..t to. The Caucasus were long overdue
a visit and consulting the Foreign Office website was no more off-putting
than usual. Word of my plan got out and I was asked to make it another
event to celebrate the 150th anniversary of the Alpine Club. An open invita
tion was issued to members to come along and an expedition was born.

The climbing area we wanted to visit, the remote valley of Svaneti, was
still pretty lawless. In 1998 an AC group had been robbed there at gunpoint
- twice. Interestingly, Douglas Freshfield, on a visit in 1887 to climb Tetnuld,
had also been robbed, right under the noses of the party's Cossack escort.
Since the demise of the Soviet Union, Georgia had experienced the Rose
Revolution and other upheavals and kidnappings had been reported. The
Lonely Planet guidebook advised taking out hostage insurance - but not
telling the baddies! Relations with the Russians had taken a turn for the
worse with accusations of missiles being fired, spies being deported - and
a lot of this near the Abkhazian border where we would have to venture.

To try to mitigate the risks, we took advice from John Town and Derek
Buckle and on their recommendation decided to place ourselves under the
protection of the Khergiani family who had been so helpful to them in
1998. My namesake Henry (Mushtakiani, married to Maia Khergiani) was
in charge of border security and it was arranged for him to come to Tbilisi
and escort us from there. We looked like being a team of 12 at one stage,
including Alan Scowcroft, the owner of a second Land Rover Defender.
Mine - the 'Maschina' - was of 1998 vintage that had been to the Kun Lun
in China and back2 as well as from Alaska to Tierra del Fuego.

I. 'Climbing and Kalashnikovs. The 1998 Alpine Club meet to the
Georgian Caucasus' in AJ 1999, pp136-l46.

2. 'Travels with donkeys in the Kun Lun. British Kun Lun Shan 2001
Expedition' in HJ2002, pl26
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116. Strategic road to Ushguli in the remote Svaneti valley. (Henry Day)

117. Storm clearing over Tetnuld (4852m). (Henry Day)
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My wife Sara together with the Scowcrofts were to drive out to Georgia.
Starting in Italy and continuing in north-east Turkey and Georgia, we were
to visit early Christian churches and view their frescoes. This bit of culture
was to add purpose to the journey and make it most interesting. We found
a neat way of travellirlg directly from the heel of Italy to Turkey by vehicle
ferry that took 33 hours. We were nearly at Bari when we heard the sad
news that Alan and his wife were not able to come because of illness in the
family. The climbing team now consisted of Mal Bonner and me in my
Land Rover to be joined in Tbilisi by Kate Ross and Margaret Graham.

To our delight, the ferry to Cesme, near Izmir, sailed through the Corinth
Canal, in places only a couple of metres wider than the ship. Another delight
was to find a troupe of Georgian performers on board who gave us a full
dress performance of national songs and dances. We drove on to Georgia
via ancient sites in Turkey, to be met at the border by Eliza Khizanishvili
who had been engaged as interpreter at the recommendation of another
AC member. She accompanied us to Tbilisi. Once there we were in the
capable hands of the Khergiani clart.

On 30 August we camped by the Black Sea for the last time, ready for an
early border crossing at Sarpi next day. One lesson learnt from several
traverses of the former Soviet Union in recent years was to have a friend at
border crossings. We had had too many anxious encounters with venal
officials and much preferred to pay an agent an agreed fee rather than hand
out US$20 bills at every obstruction. We need not have worried. The Turks
were efficient and the Georgians most welcoming. The inevitable delay
was caused by the sociability of the officials who seemed to have forgotten
what they were there to do.

Our Georgian interpreter was not, irl the event, able to penetrate the
customs area so we got through on our own. However from the border at
Sarpi to Tbilisi we were swept along effortlessly. On learnirlg that we needed
a shipping agent to get us across the Black Sea at the end of the month,
Eliza determinedly tracked one down near the docks at Batumi before
announcing that it was perfectly feasible to drive to the capital that afternoon.
The route was a major highway used by transcontinental TIR trucks headirlg
for Azerbaijan and land-locked Armenia as well as by herdsmen grazing
cattle on the grass verges. Limos with blacked out windows tore past, forcirlg
a third and sometimes even a fourth lane on the single carriageway road.
We saw several smashes but somehow made it intact to Tbilisi and our
home-stay, just as it got dark. The 265 miles had taken six hours.

Now we could enjoy the hospitality of the clan. Katya Khergiani, sister
of Maia with whom we were to stay when we got to Svaneti, was a Moscow
graduate but her degree had been gained in Soviet times and her qualifica
tions were no longer needed in Tbilisi. She introduced us to Henry, her
brother-in-law, who we took to immediately; an utterly reliable person whose
only drawback was that he spoke no English whatever. This was to prove a
major problem throughout the trip. The Georgian language and script are
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unique and even road signs were unfathomable to us. Russian is being dis
placed by English as the second language but the younger generation that
we encountered had yet to progress much with it. More than once we had
to use the mobile phone to ask Eliza to interpret. Later on, calls were even
made to another sister in New York for the same purpose. Henry recruited
an out-of-work geologist friend to drive us to the airport in the dark to meet
the Scottish contingent, Kate and Margaret. We learnt that only a few days
earlier a group of Latvian tourists in the area to which we were heading
had been invited, at gunpoint, to turn out their pockets. Next morning a
marshrutka minibus joined the Maschina for what was expected to be a 14
hour drive into the Caucasus and the remote valley of the Svans, home of
brigands. Our route saw us retracing the main road almost to the Black Sea
before turning north to Zugdidi and following the border with Abkhazia
all the way to Mestia, regional capital of the Svan, an ancient people.
Although part of Georgia, the Abkhaz feel much closer to the Russians;
there had been recent shooting incidents with the Georgians and bad feel
ing existed. It was intriguing that Russian troops at a check-post on the
way to the mountains wore blue helmets though not under UN command.
We met many Georgian military vehicles heading our way but that may
have had nothing to do with the heightened tension reported in the papers
over tit-for-tat incidents involving a missile from a Russian plane and the
subsequent arrest and expulsion of some Russians on spying charges.

The main hazard to us remained other drivers and the deteriorating roads,
now with steep drops into the Inguri river. The saving grace was being in
convoy with the marshrutka carrying Henry and the Scottish contingent.
Its driver was the safest we came across and never exceeded 45mph on
even the best stretches, though this did lead to a 16-hour day. Sara and I
had shared the driving all the way from Cambridge but I tried to be behind
the wheel for the bad bits so I got the final six-hour stretch to Mestia, home
of Henry and Maia. The Khergianis even possessed two of the stone
defensive towers for which Svaneti is renowned.

Maia's late uncle, Misha Khergiani, had been a famous mountaineer but
he was killed in a climbing accident in the Italian Dolomites in 1966. When
John Hunt visited the Caucasus in 1958 with a team that included George
Band and other AC members, they climbed with Misha and are still fondly
remembered. There is now a museum set up in Misha's memory by the
Khergiani family and we were shown around by one of the modern
generation who did speak English. George had kindly sent us a copy of a
photograph he had taken of Misha in 1958 and it is now on display in the
museum. Unfortunately we could not find any mountaineers to come with
us who spoke English well.

From Mestia three forays were mounted to the Ushba glacier, Tetnuld
and Shkara. Whether due to the lateness of the season (September) or global
warming, the mountains were unrecognisable from the descriptions supplied
by the 1998 AC group.
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118. Above
Mt Shkara seen from
above SOOOm.
(Henry Day)

119. Left

Mt Shkara and Ushguli,
Georgian Caucasus.
(Henry Day)
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The Ushba Plateau proved unattainable, denying us several suitable
acclimatisation objectives accessible from there. Henry donned his uniform
to come with us to Mazeri and from there to the Ushba glacier as it was
close to the Abkhaz border and infiltrations were reported. We hired a
local 4x4 as it was not safe to leave the Maschina unattended. Lack of
accurate information saw us having to unload our horses at a patrol post
and backpack the rest of the way through steep and slippery forest. The
icefall at the head of the glacier had largely fallen away so the route to the
plateau, reached with ease by the previous party only eight years earlier,
was impassable. We found the grizzly remains of a former Soviet climber
strewn across ice melted by the fierce summer sun. Our Georgian friends
planned to give him a decent burial. Rejoining our escort back in the valley
we had the opportunity to fire an AK 47 (Kalashnikov) with some success.

The second trip was to Tetnuld (4852m). Once again horses were arranged
to carry up equipment for a base camp. Climbing in the Caucasus remains
like the Alps before mountain huts, so help is required. We were accompa
nied by Georgi, a young guide whose mother Nazo Khergiani hosted the
AC climbers in 1998. Georgi's father Nugzar Niguriani, a retired guide,
proffered advice on the approach to Tetnuld that was at variance with the
limited information we had. Instead of leaving a road-head at Adishi, as
Freshfield had done, we took a much better ascending traverse from the
Ugyr Pass, only l2km from Mestia.

We had great difficulty communicating with Georgi who, whilst clearly
doubting our aged competence, expected limitless energy. When he was
seen contemplating riding on one of the packhorses (which already carried
his pack) leaving our ladies laden with their packs he got a well-earned
Scottish wigging. A stage above our camp, the Abalakov bivouac turned
out to be a few levelled tent platforms at about 4000 metres. We planned to
copy the previous AC party and make a further bivouac below the long
summit ridge. Very heavy snow overnight elicited one of Georgi's few
English phrases 'good tent'. 'Crevasse bad' was another and next morning
with the threat of another storm to come (it didn't) he hurried us off the
mountain and we left feeling rather short-changed.

The final foray was to hills beneath Shkara in the remotest part of Svaneti,
to the world heritage site of Ushguli with its 20 stone towers. We took the
Maschina up an appallingly maintained road that the Soviets had furnished
with huge concrete bridges. We stopped by a Lada that had crashed into
the river a couple of days before. All three young men in it had perished.
We met oxen dragging sledges loaded with fodder cut from the hillside to
keep cattle alive throughout the five months of winter. We even saw bent
timbers, cut from the woods, that were to be fashioned into new runners
for sledges. There were ancient Christian icons and crosses in the newly
opened museum, and also in the old church opened for us by a smiling
villager. Perhaps it was having Henry with us again, but we were greeted
with smiles wherever we went.
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At 521 Om, Shkara is the highest peak wholly within Georgia. We got the
Defender right up the valley beneath the mountain, level with the snout of
the glacier, where we found a great campsite in a wide, vegetated valley.
Next morning Shkara sparkled above us. Over the centuries, in times of
trouble, this valley has been a place of retreat where people could graze
their animals way up the hillsides. We split next day to either side of the
valley and traversed all the hilltops we could reach in a day, just above the
snowline. Some were in addition to those made by the 1998 AC meet. It
was a memorable end to the trip in fascinating terrain.

We declined an invitation from Henry Mushtakiani to join a meeting
with Russian border officials on our way back past Mazeri, which was just
as well as a fIre-fight broke out and two Russian officers were shot dead.

We retraced our route to Mestia and on to Tbilisi where Alex, a Russian
student from Cambridge, joined Mal and me as an interpreter. The journey
back across the Black Sea, Ukraine and Poland was all new to us; not new,
however, were the venal officials who seem to be a common legacy of Soviet
times. The Maschina re-enacted the ~harge of the Light Brigade at BalacIava
in the Crimea, where Alex left us to return to university for his [mal term.
Mal and I drove back via Lvov and Krakov fairly smartly, covering the last
500 miles to Cambridge in one go. We had been away for eight weeks and
driven almost 7000 miles.

Lessons learnt? The support of the Khergianis was wholehearted and
quite delightful and made the trip possible. Another time I would seek
English speaking Georgian climbers to join the party as well, possibly
through the Georgian climbing fraternity. The Georgian Caucasus are well
worth rediscovering by members of the Alpine Club who are up for a proper
expedition!

Summary: An expedition to the Georgian Causasus, organised by Henry
Day as part of the AC's l50th anniversary. Other members: Mal Bonner,
Kate Ross and Margaret Graham. On the overland journey out, Sara Day
was co-driver and 'cultural adviser'. In Georgia, Eliza Khizanishvili acted
as interpreter and Henry Mushtakiani took care of security. On the return
journey, Alex Putau acted as Russian interpreter.
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