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ome of Europe’s most extraordinary roads 
were constructed as military or political 
adventures. The twisting road that climbs 

up from Dublin’s southern suburbs into the burnt 
brown peat of the Wicklow Hills is part of a 
military road constructed by the British over two 
hundred years ago to bring a touch of law and 
order to wayward rebels in the hills. Similarly, in 
the Qrst half of the eighteenth century, General 
George Wade had constructed some magniQcent 
mountain roads in Scotland, again more with 
dominion than communication in mind. As he 
put it in his 1724 report to King George I, a few 
decent highways through the glens and over the 

hills would allow the sovereign to keep in check 
the aberrant behaviour of a folk whose “notions of 
virtue and vice are very di!erent from the more 
civilised part of mankind.”

Much more recently, the Transf g r an 
Highway, constructed in Ceau escu’s Romania in 
the 1970s, was more about politics than straight-
forward communication. And around the fringes 
of the former Soviet Union, there are no end of 
specially constructed roads that tell a tale of re-
lations between the distant capital and far Rung 
parts of an empire. Guest contributor, Laurence 
Mitchell, has been exploring a classic of its kind, 
the Georgian Military Highway.
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opposite: the sixth-century Jvari church that stands beside 
the highway where the Aragvi and Mtkvari rivers converge; 
above: the Tergi river which Rows down into North Ossetia 
(photos by Laurence Mitchell)

What a glorious spot this valley is! All around it tower awesome mountains, reddish 
crags draped with hanging ivy and crowned with clusters of plane trees, yellow cli!s 
grooved by torrents, with a gilded fringe of snow high above, while down below the 
Aragvi River embraces a nameless stream that noisily bursts forth from a black, 
gloom-Qlled gorge and then stretches in a silvery ribbon into the distance, its surface 
shimmering like the scaly back of a snake.

from ‘A Hero of Our Time’
by Mikhail Yurievich Lermontov (1841)

here is always something intriguing 
about roads that cross mountain ranges, 
especially when they connect disparate 

regions of far-reaching territories like the 
former Soviet Union. The Georgian Military 
Highway (Voyenno-Gruzinskaya doroga [ -

 ] in Russian; sakartvelos 
samkhedro gza [ ] 
in Georgian) is such a road: a pot-holed highway 
that connects Tbilisi, the Georgian capital, with 
Vladikavkaz ( ) in the Russian 
Federation territory of North Ossetia on the 
other side of the Caucasus. The route is much 
older than its name might suggest as, although 
the current road dates from the early nineteenth 
century when it was constructed by the Russians 
in an attempt to control troublesome mountain 

tribes, the same route has existed for very much 
longer as a trade link across the barren Caucasus 
mountains, a range that boasts several peaks in 
excess of Qve thousand metres.

Perhaps because it provides access to a re-
gion that has long been considered wild and 
lawless, the highway has always had romantic 
connotations in both the Russian and Geor-
gian imagination; Pushkin was an early travel-
ler here, following the highway south in 1829. 
The landscape — formidable mountains, great 
deQles of gorges and isolated valleys — inspired 
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the Soviet-Georgian Friendship Memorial: a viewing 
platform built in 1983 with murals depicting Georgian 
history in bright colours (photo by Laurence Mitchell)

Tolstoy, Dumas and Gorky to feature it in their 
writings. The great Russian Romantic writer, 
Mikhail Lermontov, set his series of interlinked 
short stories, A Hero of Our Time (   

), around the Georgian Military High-
way.  And for Georgians too, there is something 
of the national psyche that takes succour from 
these mountains. One of the father Qgures of 
Georgian nationalism, Ilia Chavchavadze, now 
a saint canonised by the Georgian Orthodox 
Church, celebrated the savage freedom of the re-
gion in his patriotic manifesto, Letters of a Trav-
eller (1861–1871). For Chavchavadze, as for gen-
erations of his countrymen ever since, there was 
something about these clefts and peaks which is 
intimately bound up with the whole business of 
being Georgian.

But the Georgian Military Highway is not 
just history. Even today it forms one of only 
three road links between Georgia and the Rus-
sian Federation. Sadly, none are o!icially open 
to holders of non-CIS passports, so western 

tourists travelling the Georgian Military High-
way today have to be content with exploring the 
stretch that lies between the Georgian capital 
and the Russian border. 

The route begins in Tbilisi, a curious city 
that already seems to have something of the 
whi! of Central Asia about it. Just west of the 
city, the highway turns north at Mtskheta where 
the Aragvi and Mtkvari rivers converge. Mtskhe-
ta, a town whose name demonstrates a typically 
Georgian collision of consonants, was the capi-
tal of Iveria between the fourth century BC and 
the Qfth century AD. It was also the location of 
the royal family’s conversion to Christianity and 
the seat of the Georgian Orthodox Church until 
the twelfth century. As in neighbouring Arme-
nia, Christianity came early to Georgia and as 
evidence of this the sixth-century church of Jvari 
(‘cross’) stands just beside the highway looking 
down on the conRuence of the two rivers below. 
As its name suggests, the building is in a cruci-
form style, with the gaps between the arms of 
the cross filled with small chapels to produce a 
virtually square ground-plan. The Jvari church 
and others at Mtskheta together constitute a 
World Heritage Site and are one of the most out-




