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STONE TOWERS IN THE REPUBLIC OF GEORGIA

01 • After two days of flying, a 12-hour 
white-knuckled van drive, and a full day on 
a two-track 4x4 road into the Upper Svaneti, 
we finally reached the village of Ushguli. It’s 
the last bit of civilization before going into 
the wilderness of the Shkhara Mountains, 
but considering it’s made up of ancient stone 
fortresses that have been inhabited by local 
families for centuries, it’s definitely a level of 
civilization far different than our own. 
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Seven years earlier, I had stood below this same outcropping. 
In 2008, Tyler Jones, Seth Waterfall and myself had been drawn 
to this remote region of the Republic of Georgia by a stunning 
couloir off the 17,480-foot Mt. Shkhara. We had come up sev-
eral hundred feet shy of a ski descent from the summit, and—as 
any ski mountaineer would—we wanted to return to slay the 
beast. I just never expected it would take so long.
	 But in April 2015, Tyler and I, joined by professional skiers 
Forrest Coots and Chad Sayers, were finally back in Ushguli, 
staring up at Mt. Shkhara. And, two weeks after that, we are 
standing on this early morning perch. In 2008, we were in boot-
deep powder. Now we watch ice chunks skitter past on their way 
to the glacier below. 
	 Jones, our group leader, is clearly in no sort of rush. Instead, 
he is content to enjoy the view while we wait for the snow to 
soften—necessary, as the face below us is 5,000 feet of 40 to 
50-plus-degree skiing. When it’s that steep, it’s always a good 
idea to set yourself up with high percentages.

T bilisi is Georgia’s capital and largest city, home to nearly a 
third of the country’s 3.7 million citizens and its major airport. 

Straddling the Mtkvari River, it’s built in an amphitheater of low 
mountains and owing to its location on both ancient and modern 
trade routes has seen the rule of multiple kingdoms and empires, 
from Romans to Mongols to the Soviet Union.
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A steady flow of snow and ice runs by, forming runnels 
on each side of the small ledge we have chopped from 
the slope. The perch is about the size of a queen bed, 
and at 16,000 feet it affords an expansive view over 
the Shkhara Glacier and the small village of Ushguli, 

from which we had set out nine days prior. Standing shoulder to 
shoulder, comfortable and warm thanks to the shielding of the 
rock outcropping above, we watch as the sun releases more rime 
and warms the slope around us. 

	 Driving through Tbilisi is a brief trip through that colorful 
history. Our hotel, near the historic Freedom Square, was in 
the oldest part of the city, surrounded by buildings dating 
back to as early as the fifth century. The most impressive, 
Narikala fortress, is an ancient castle built on a rocky hill in 
the heart of Old Tbilisi. It towers over everything, and while 
it’s been centuries since its walls beat back invaders, it’s still 
just as imposing.
	 The next morning, we met our guide, Merab, a 60-year-old 
Georgian with a love for Turkish tobacco and Neil Young. He 
sped west out of Tbilisi, and it was here we could see the most 
recent segments of the city’s timeline: The pulsing, modern 
downtown quickly gave way to a mix of suburbs, slums and 
the skeletons of buildings, a demographic journey spanning a 
broad range of lifestyles. 
	 The arid landscape turned into lush forests, and eventually 
into tracts of refugee housing. During 2008’s Russian-Georgian 
War, some 20,000 civilians permanently fled the disputed re-
gion of South Ossetia to escape the conflict. The war was short 
and fierce, and its scars still remain, as do quiet aggressions 
between the two countries. Even though Georgia claims South 
Ossetia as its own, substantial Russian forces remain, essentially 
putting it under Russian rule. It also means thousands of refu-
gees outside of Tbilisi will not be returning to their homes in 
the foreseeable future.  

03 • The morning traffic jam, Ushguli style. Spring had 
arrived in the valley, and the locals prepared to move their 
cattle and other livestock from their winter homes in cellars 
to the surrounding high-mountain pastures. Tyler Jones and 
Forrest Coots make their way past sleepy cows before 
starting a long day of shuttling gear into the Shkhara. 

 02 • Our second camp was at 11,000 feet at the 
base of Mt. Shkhara, which we set up in a whiteout 
after multiple days of storms. The next morning 
was clear, allowing us to make some of our first 
turns on Shkhara. Chad Sayers walks above a sea 
of clouds, following our route up the ridgeline. 
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	 Merab continued west, past the refugee camps to where 
Georgia meets the Black Sea—Turkey to the southwest, Arme-
nia to the south, Azerbaijan to the east, and Russia to the north. 
Our destination, the Svaneti region, also lay to the north, walled 
off from Russia—and pretty much everything else—by some of 
the tallest peaks in the Caucasus. It’s the highest inhabited area 
in Europe, and a scattering of small villages and towns spot its 
deep valleys and steep hillsides. Ushguli sits at the upper end of 
the Svaneti, and just a short distance past that, is Mt. Shkhara. 
	 As we drove, Merab talked about his family and his country’s 
history and future. He's lived through the region’s Soviet Union 
years, its declaration of independence in 1991, and the multiple 
wars that have followed in the decades since, all while struggling to 
maintain a healthy lifestyle for his family of four. The motivation 
behind our trip was difficult for Merab to grasp. When normal 
life isn’t easy, the idea of voluntarily going into an even harder 
mountainous environment doesn’t make much sense. Still, as we 
drove deeper into the Svaneti, we appreciated his concern. 

M estia is a small town of just less than 3,000 people, located 
in the Upper Svaneti. It’s also Merab’s hometown, and 

the first place in which we pass the traditional fortified dwell-
ings of the area: A narrow, multistory stone tower, a house and 
a few small farm buildings, all encircled by a stone wall. The 
building style dates back more than 1,000 years, and attests to 
the hardiness of rural inhabitants constantly caught between 
shifting borders. The Svan—the valley’s native inhabitants—
have historically suffered from banditry and the aggressions of 
a rotating cast of invaders, but since villages were so scattered, 
each family was forced to build its own miniature fortress, 
a combination castle, living space and livestock quarters.  
Hundreds of such structures still stand, many of which are still 
in use. In 1996, much of the Upper Svaneti region was declared 
a UNESCO World Heritage Site, including the tower homes. 
	 The pavement ends outside of Mestia, and we spent the 
next three hours bouncing along a rutted dirt road to Ushguli, 
which, at 7,500 feet, is the highest village in Europe. Techni-
cally a community of four different villages, we wound through 
200 tower homes clustered on the steep hillsides. Combined 
with the imposing natural terrain, it’s easy to understand how 
the ancient Svan architecture has survived. 
	 Few vehicles were on the village’s narrow, muddy roads—
one being an old broken-down Soviet truck—but there was a lot 
of livestock, and the region’s people tended to cows, horses and 

gardens as they have for centuries. Aside from a few streetlights 
and a thin network of power lines, this was the closest I’d ever 
come to truly traveling back in time.
	 During our visit in 2008, we stayed at Temraz Nisharadze’s 
house. Temraz is a local who hosts visiting climbers and hik-
ers, and, although he didn’t know we planned to show up, we 
hoped we could stay with him again. We parked, and as we 
carried our duffel bags toward the house, Temraz came out 
to greet us with warm hugs and cold beers. Our interaction 
was limited to hand signals, as he doesn’t speak English and 
we don’t speak Russian or his native language of Svan. Not 
many do, as the UNESCO-designated “endangered language” 
is only spoken by roughly 30,000 residents of Western Georgia. 
Luckily, “thank you” is easy enough—“madloba!”—and smiles 
are universal. 

A lpine climbing has a deep history in the Svaneti region, 
especially on the Russian side. During Soviet days, Mestia 

actually produced a number of well-known Georgian mountain-
eers, as well as serving as a training ground for Russian climb-
ers. That culture is preserved at the Svaneti Mountaineering 
Tourism Center, a museum showcasing the history of climbing 
and mountaineering in the region, including photos and gear 
used during that golden age. 
	 Now, as the country has stabilized a bit since 2008, the area is 
once again drawing trekkers, climbers and skiers from around 
the globe, albeit slowly. The local climbing culture, however, is 
a lost tradition. Life is struggle enough here, and money is hard 
to come by. 
	 Avalanches, on the other hand, are plentiful. Huge snowfalls 
and steep terrain combine for deadly conditions, and just last 
year four Europeans were killed. Since the accident, a police 
station has been built in Ushguli, with the specific purpose of 
coordinating snow-safety-based permits for tourists. It’s both a 
sign of the Svaneti’s tourism potential and an acknowledgment 
of its inherent dangers. 
	 When we arrived, we were told the only place open for skiing 
at the moment was a short hill above town. Determined not to 
waste another year, we sent Chad to visit the police headquar-
ters. If anyone would have luck selling the authorities on the 
value of our mission, it would be the token Canadian. 
Twenty minutes later, he walked out with a permit. The next 
morning we headed out early, fully loaded with gear and toward 
Mt. Shkhara on the horizon.

04 •  Life in a world of mud, snow and stone. In Ushguli 
and the surrounding villages, each family lived in what 
was essentially its own miniature fortress. The Svaneti has 
seen a long list of invaders over the centuries, both foreign 
and domestic, and, when threatened, families would climb 
into their towers for protection—a hard life in a hard place.

05 • Red sky at night, skiers’ delight. A Georgian 
sunset burns over the Shkhara Glacier, provid-
ing a good omen for the days to come. 
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06 • Despite being turned back from our main 
objectives, we were blessed with stable conditions 
and great snow throughout the trip. Chad Sayers 
opens up on the lower face of our first line, a 
descent that set high stoke levels and helped us 
forget the week of schlepping gear through airports, 
vans and steep valley bottoms. 
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B eyond the ancient rock walls of Ushguli no other structures 
exist, just mountains. The Caucasus Mountains are raw, an 

untamed counterpart to more developed ranges of Europe. It’s 
a wildness that, combined with being one of the snowiest parts 
of the range, makes ski mountaineering in the Svaneti region so 
attractive. And so imposing. 
	 We lost sight of the towers during our initial push up the 
valley. Knowing from past experience how difficult Mt. Shkhara 
could be, we continued past its 16,627-foot face, looking to 
explore friendlier objectives in the 14,000 to 15,000-foot range 
and start acclimatizing in the process. The second half of the 
trip would be on Shkhara. 
	 While our objective was behind, the Caucasus still had plenty 
to keep us entertained. Over the next few days we explored an 
amphitheater of incredible terrain, ticking off line after line. We 
also kept our choices conservative. There was a reason the police 
station in Ushguli had been established, and we took note. 
	 Toward the end of the week we spotted a particularly deli-
cious couloir leading up to a saddle, and after a long, long boot 
pack we stood at 15,000 feet. The ridgeline was actually the 
border; everything to the north was Russia, and to the south 
Ushguli was once again visible far below. The stone towers 
were the only sign of humanity in any direction. The rest was 
a world of raw, wild rock and snow, and we dropped in on the 
5,000-foot descent with a new appreciation for the immensity 
of these mountains. That said, it wasn’t warm-up lines that 
brought us back to the Svaneti. It had been almost seven days, 
and after that final gem we decided to relocate. It was time to 
go after Shkhara.  
	 Two days later we made our camp on the Shkhara Glacier, 
setting our tents as a storm moved in. If it hadn’t been for 
our bright nylon domes, the entire world would have been an 
eggshell of white, and we awoke the next morning to a blanket 
of fresh snow and broken clouds streaking the sky. 
	 Mt. Shkhara teased us. She wouldn’t give us a full view until 
the evening, and as the soft alpenglow lit up the couloir that 
was our plan A, it was obvious redemption wasn’t in the cards. 

Blue ice ran well past our high point from 2008. We were 
disappointed, but in mountains like these, you’re not the one 
making the decisions. Instead, we accepted the situation and 
moved on to other options. 
	 We shifted our objectives to different features, and on our last 
day we decided to make an attempt on what we had been refer-
ring to as “plan B”, a smaller couloir to the west of plan A that we 
had skied in 2008. The snow was firm, perfect for boot packing, 
and after an early morning departure, we started the climb. 
	 A few hours later we are waiting on the hand-cut ice ledge, 
shielded from the shedding ice and snow by the small rock but-
tress above. Until this point, we have been skiing mostly open, 
exposed faces. This is a defined couloir, falling thousands of 
feet to the glacier below and continuing up for another few 
hundred feet. 
	 Jones decides the snow is warm enough, and we exit our 
perch onto firm but skiable snow. It looks promising—until we 
hit a thin, 15-foot section two-thirds of the way from the top. We 
clip into an ice screw and pause, but don’t need to discuss our 
options. The percentages are no longer in our favor, and it’s 
not the type of line for gambling. Instead, we click into our skis 
and give one final parting glance before dropping, making the 
long descent back to the towers of Ushguli.  
	 We’re surprised when we see Temraz at the edge of town, 
awaiting our arrival. He informs us via hand signals and a mix of 
broken English/Russian/Svan that the police have been watch-
ing us ski Shkara over the past few days through their spotting 
scope, and apparently we’ve become the topic of town gossip and 
speculation. Before we can even drop our backpacks at his house, 
Temraz offers us beer and schnapps in celebration of a good 
trip—and, perhaps more importantly for Temraz, a safe return. 
	 The next morning is our last in Ushguli, and we load into the 
4x4 with Merab to begin the long return journey to Tbilisi. Mt. 
Shkhara stands like a monument, a stunning backdrop to the 
ancient stone fortifications that have turned back bandits and 
invaders for centuries. As we pull away from the village, Temraz 
waves and gives us one final Svan send off: “Madloba!”  

07 • One (careful) step at a time. Loaded with a 
week’s worth of food and gear, Tyler Jones crosses 
a creek while heading toward our first campsite 
near the base of the Shkhara Mountains. It was one 
of the first sunny days of our approach, and we 
spent the entire walk surrounded by the rumbling of 
spring avalanches. Few things will make you feel 
as small as a 17,000-foot peak shedding its snow.

 
08 • The flow of life doesn’t stop in Ushiguli 
in the spring, not even for a few tired skiers. A 
local waits as we load the van for our journey 
home, unimpressed by the fancy gear—those 
cows aren’t going to move themselves. 
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