
The former Soviet country’s hospitable people wait with open 
arms to share their land– from the soaring green mountaintops 
to the pebbled beaches of the Black Sea.
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“A
re you 
American?” 
The teenage 
boy asks me 
as I scale 

the front steps of Georgia’s largest 
Orthodox church, in Tbilisi. Fatigued 
from the sticky summer air, I muster 
up a smile and a confused yes. In 
return, his eyes beam, registering the 
urge for a fist-pump of sorts.

It isn’t the first time someone in 
the post-Soviet nation has asked me 
this simple question. On countless 
occasions, Georgian strangers have 
curiously inquired: “Where are you 
from? Do you like it here? Tell us your 
favorite thing!”

And it makes sense. Warm and 
hospitable, the Georgians have waited 
for centuries to share their country, 
which is now gradually making a 
name for itself in guidebooks around 
the globe. From the alpine Caucasus 
Mountains of the north, to the semi-
desert south, Georgia is rich with 
history and its citizens even richer 
with national pride.

Peace Reigns
I learn the true meaning of hospitality 
as a Georgian friend of a friend 
graciously escorts me around Tbilisi, 
the nation’s nearly 1,500-year-old 
capital. Distressed art nouveau-style 
homes in pastel hues line the often-
crumbling streets. Towering banyan 
trees shade every avenue. Vendors 
selling watermelons from cars, kiosks 
and carts crop up at every turn.

“In this neighborhood, we have 
a synagogue, a mosque and an 
Armenian church, all within a 
kilometer,” my new Georgian friend, 
Gocha Sakhltkhutsishvili, proudly 
explains. Passing through one of the 
city’s oldest districts, the 35-year-
old father talks about his country, 
with sparks in his child-like eyes-- a 
reflection of the nation’s eagerness 
to open its once closed doors to the 
world. “We are peaceful people and 
we want everyone to know they are 

welcome here.” 
After spending almost the entire 

20th century under Soviet rule, the 
Republic’s nationals indeed long for 
peace above anything else. Before that, 
and since the beginning of time really, 
Stalin’s birthplace existed as a virtual 
ping-pong ball, flung back and forth 
between its neighbors, all looking to 
benefit from the country’s opportune 
placement between the East and West. 

God’s Land
More than just prime Silk Road 
real estate, Georgia’s swoon-worthy 
landscapes tempt outsiders too. A 
local legend says that God arranged a 
meeting in which he divided up all the 
territories on earth, saving one special 
spot just for himself. The Georgians 
of course arrived late, excusing their 
tardiness by telling God they had been 
toasting to him with their treasured 
wine. Impressed, God gave his own 
reserved piece of land - the best piece 
of land - to the Georgians.

I’m not surprised by this lofty tale, 
either, as I begin my cross-country 

tour, first venturing north toward the 
Russian border. Thumping over an 
unpaved highway, our car zips past 
gushing springs and herds of grazing 
sheep, all against the backdrop of 
craggy moss-blanketed mountains 
soaring into the sky. Then, esconsed 
beneath one of the country’s highest 
peaks, Mount Kazbegi, the Gergeti 
Trinity Church rises out of the 
hovering clouds like a stepping stone 
to the sky. 

Heading south, I take an equally 
border-challenged journey to another 
majestic mountaintop. Passing 
through the rocky outcroppings of the 
David Gareja Monastery, I arrive at 
the summit, which literally straddles 
the dividing line between Georgia and 
Azerbaijan. To the north, striations of 
jagged rock puncture arid terrain. To 
the south, rolling dry hills extend for 
miles into the Middle East. Having 
traversed the nation’s landscape from 
top to bottom, I start to think that the 
story about God’s land might just be 
true.

Georgia’s Snapshots: spices in local 
market; neighborhoods of Tbilisi (middle 
right); monumental walls near Kazbegi 
(bottom right).
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Westward Bound
Trading hiking trails for urban 

streets, I travel west by taxi to 
Georgia’s second largest city, Kutaisi. 
Strapped in by a phantom seatbelt, 
I say a silent prayer as the car races 
up curvy mountain roads, dodging 
livestock and oncoming traffic. 

Arriving in Kutaisi, I reunite with 
my dear Georgian friend, Sophia 
Nikoleishvili, who generously invited 
me to stay at her family home. At 35, 
she has lived outside of the country 
for 15 years. With each return home 
to visit, she discovers aspects of 
the nation she never really knew: 
sidewalks paved, crime down, tourism 
on the rise. It’s not the Georgia of her 
childhood – one that required her to 
speak Russian and cut her off from the 
outside world.

Despite Soviet stifling, Georgia’s 
rich history holds proud. Sophia 

takes me to one of the predominantly 
Orthodox country’s most-prized 
sights: the Gelati Monastery. Inside, 
floor-to-ceiling murals on the nearly 
1,000-year-old walls radiate such 
vibrant color they are blinding. As the 
location of Sophia’s wedding and the 
resting place for the legendary leader 
David the Builder – who, among 
other things, reunited Georgia’s lands 
– these grounds couldn’t be more 
sacred. 

But more than monuments remain. 
Georgian lettering - arguably one of 
the most artistic of scripts - swirls, 
swoops and dances on storefront 
windows, magazine covers and 
even on the walls of centuries-old 
monasteries. And then the food, 
so irresistible that even Russian 
occupiers fell in love with it, continues 
to fill Georgian stomachs - from 
khachapuri, a pizza-like pastry, 

to dim-sum-style khinkali. It’s no 
wonder, really, that such delights 
continue to stand the test of time.

A New Age Begins
I leave Kutaisi and Sophia behind 
as my journey continues west. My 
destination is Batumi; a beach town 
near the Turkish border. Unlike my 
previous stops, the entire city center 
glows with signs of a recent makeover 
implemented by the country’s 
president, Mikheil Saakashvili. Intent 
on creating an enclave for Eastern 
European vacationers, he funnels 
money into the seaside town like a 
good Georgian does wine into their 
belly at dinner. 

While mass renovations may 
be few, Georgia’s future has never 
seemed more promising. Obstacles 
may still abound, such as the Russian 

occupation of the Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia regions, but for the 
first time, citizens feel as though they 
are entering an age of stability and 
prosperity. This optimism fuels a 
passion to finally share their precious 
country and culture with the rest of the 
world.

I see this dream come to life while 
walking Batumi’s new boardwalk, 
zigzagging between construction zones 
and newly erected beach clubs buzzing 
with tourists. Paint still seems to be 
drying on the walls of the Radisson 
Blu skyscraper – opened in summer 
2011 – and yet every room has been 
booked. Passing Soviet-era apartments, 
I even notice colorful decorative panels 
livening up the monotonous traces of a 
century that Georgians try to forget. 

Watching the sun set on the Black 
Sea’s white-pebbled beach, I finally 
have the answers to those burning, 
ubiquitous questions: Do I like it here? 
Georgia’s captivated me so much that I 
can’t bear to leave. 

And my favorite thing? The 
Georgian’s infectious love for their 
country that has unknowingly rubbed 
off on me. 1

“After spending almost the entire 20th century under 
Soviet rule, the Republic’s nationals indeed long for 

peace above anything else.”

Left to right: a mountaintop castle 
in Old Town Tbilisi; a colorful 
market; streets of Batumi; 
Bottom: a monastery in Tbilisi.
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Raise a glass in Kakheti 
Few things are more important to the Georgians than their wine, so much 
so that any meal will, without a doubt, involve ongoing toasts given by the 
designated tamada, or toastmaster. Embrace Georgian wine culture by 
touring the Kakheti region, considered the birthplace of viticulture and 
winemaking. Between glasses, visit the royal town of Signagi, the nearby 4th 
century Bodbe Monastery, and the 11th century Alaverdi Monastery.

Hydrate in Borjomi
Second only to wine, Georgian’s other beverage of choice is their prized 
mineral water. To quench your thirst, head to the spa town of Borjomi – 
source of the nation’s most beloved bottled brand. Boasting spectacular 
mountain landscapes, you can hike in Borjomi National Park or, during 
winter, ski in nearby Bakuriani resort, just 45 minutes away.

Eat like a Georgian king
Eating Georgian cuisine is an experience on its own, particularly the supra 
(feast) which involves so much food that by the end of the meal, most plates 
still appear nearly untouched. Fill up on favorites like khachapuri, khinkali, 
bean-stuffed Lobiani, and Georgian-style kebabs. When about town, just 
pop in a bread shop for a slab of fresh-from-the-clay-oven tonis puri.

Towering Peaks: View from Mount 
Kazbegi near the Russian border.

úWhen to Go
Expect Georgia’s climate to 

vary due to its vast range of landscapes. 
Central cities, like Tbilisi, face sticky 
summers, wet springs, and brisk 
winters, so September and October 
will likely offer the most comfortable 
weather.

!Getting There
Various direct flights head 

to the country’s capital, Tbilisi, from 
Europe – most commonly out of hubs 
like London, Paris and Amsterdam. The 
best way to get from North America to 
Tbilisi is via London.

+Getting Around
While minibuses – along with 

public buses and even trains – probably 
offer the most convenient access to 
towns across Georgia, getting around 
can be difficult (or impossible) without 
knowing the language. To avoid the 

communication debacle, sign up for 
private tours, or arrange for a relatively 
cheap taxi. If you’re traveling between 
Tbilisi and Batumi, train or plane would 
be your best and easiest bet.

WAccommodation
Between the budding tourism 

industry, limited lodging options, and 
the majority of tourism coming only 
from nearby countries, don’t expect 
to find a vast resource of reviewed 
and rated hotels. Prices in the capital 
can run high, but expect savings in 
other locations across the country to 
compensate.

While the hilltop hotel itself might not 
knock your foreign socks off, the views 
of Tbilisi from Hotel Betsy will make 
the hike worth it. Room rates at the 
clean but quirky boutique hotel start at 
$145 (breakfast included).

Considering Kutaisi’s travel industry 

is still in its infancy, modern and 
charming Hotel Rcheuli, located 
ten minutes from the city center, is a 
pleasantly surprising find. Room rates 
at the Kutaisi location start at 105 GEL 
(US$64).

Located in the heart of Batumi’s pristine 
old quarter, Hotel O Galogre offers 
modern amenities, minus the bells 
and whistles of the few existing larger 
chains. The complimentary rooftop 
breakfast, with views of the city, is just 
an added bonus. Rooms start at 140 
GEL (US$85).

With two recently opened hotels – 
one in Tbilisi, the other in Batumi – 
consider Radison Blu a reliably fancier 
option. Boasting 360-degree views of 
the city, the rooftop bar and restaurant 
in Batumi is at least worth a visit. Prices 
start from 183 GEL (US$115).

M Websites
Here are some helpful links:

Georgian National Tourism Agency
Caucasus Travel
Lonely Planet
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