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Over the years, a spring ski-mountaineering mission became something of a
tradition. When Forrest Cootes invited me on an expedition with a couple of
American acquaintances to ski 5,193-metre Mt. Shkhara, highest point in Georgia’s
Caucasus Mountains, I said yes to my first big trip alongside a crew I wasn't
wholly familiar with.

Most of the 15-hour drive from the capital of Thbilisi to the staging village
of Ushguli was serene: green, rolling hills streaked with pink cherry blossoms; lush
valleys lined with crystal-clear creeks; birds flocking across moody skies. Nearing
our destination, however, peaceful turned stressful as our drunken driver piloted
the van up a steep road that narrowed to a single lane, high above a canyon—where
we found ourselves negotiating for hours with police before being granted access.

In stormy Ushguli, our four-person crew hunkered down with a family,
enjoying khachapuri (cheese-stuffed bread) and kharcho (batley soup). When the
weather cleared we set out on the first leg, feeling vulnerable as we skinned across a
basin between massive, snow-loaded slopes. Settling into our acclimatization camp,
the surrounding terrain appeared perfect: broad moraines offering safe approaches,
steep powder lines of variable consequence and some technical ice that begged climb-
ing. After 10 days exploring the area we hauled our gear to a final base camp, grinding
nine hours through a whiteout. Snow conditions felt good, the crew was strong
and we agreed to go for it the following day.

Warm and safe in my sleeping bag, I tried to calm myself with positivity, but
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all T could conjure were the risks of climbing a steep, icy, 1,800-metre face. Departing
in the wee hours, we navigated crevasses in the darkness, tracking each other by the
sounds of breathing and rasping skis, reaching the base of the wall at sunrise.

As we climbed, pink and blue brushed the peaks behind us, a softness
that contrasted the extreme exposure we were courting and the danger posed by
a massive icefall above. After speeding up the first 1,200 metres of the face, we
reached the base of the couloir and made the call to press on. The sprint wouldn't
last; only 250 metres below the summit, the leader found blue ice lurking beneath
the snow. Our climb was over.

Plugging an ice-screw into the slope, he tied himself in and threw the rope
down for the rest of us to do the same. Awash in defeat, cognizant that the entire
face could rip out at any moment, the sun suddenly pecked over the summit,
bathing us in warmth, as though Shkhara was honouring our decision to retreat.

Conditions were too dangerous to ski safely until the snow softened.
In a blur of disappointment and fatigue, we built a small ledge and waited four
hours for the surface to thaw. At one point, I dozed off and stopped myself from
falling at the last second. It was the signal to go. We skied cautiously in calculated
sections, ensuring no one’s slough hit the skier below them. Eventually, we arrived
back in camp all smiles, secure in the knowledge that despite the time, money and
expectation poured into an expedition, it was the courage and experience to know

when 70t to push it that was the greatest achievement of all.



