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MALCOLM L. PEARSE

KILIMANJARO

As wide as all the world, great, high, and unbelievably white in the sun…

- Ernest Hemingway, in The Snows of Kilimanjaro
Kilimanjaro is Africa’s most celebrated mountain.    

    From Ernest Hemmingway’s famous short story The Snows of Kilimanjaro, to the classic John Wayne film Hatari, the name Kilimanjaro has aroused feelings of passion, wonderment and awe. 
    To quote Iain Allan, “Its name is synonymous with Africa itself, and few mountains anywhere on earth have been so enshrouded in romance and mystery. Even the names of the towns which grace the base of the peak have a dream-like quality to them – Loitokitok, Rongai, Machame, Moshi and Marangu. Slave traders in another century were guided by it. Great writers with no interest in mountains have written about it. Songs have been sung about it. Empires fought for it. And all the time the stories and myths of Kilimanjaro have grown – some true and some false. Yes, the partially preserved skeleton of a leopard does exist on the icy crater rim at 5,670 m (18,600 ft). No, Queen Victoria did not give the mountain to the Kaiser as a birthday present. But however one looks at it, Kilimanjaro does possess an atmosphere, a personality of the type of which legends are easily born.”                   

                       - Snowcaps on the Equator, by Gordon Boy and Iain Allan, p. 157.) 

    Towering to a height of 5,895 metres (19,340 feet), and resting on a base 80 by 50 kilometres, Kilimanjaro dwarfs any other peak on the African continent. (The next highest summit is Mount Kenya at 5,199 metres – 17,058 feet.) On a clear day Kilimanjaro can be seen from a distance of 160 kilometres, soaring 4,900 metres (16,000 feet) like an island into the sky. It is often described as the highest free-standing mountain in the world in that it is not part of a mountain range, but rises in splendid isolation above African plains. 

    Almost every imaginable event has been celebrated on this mountain: 21st birthdays, engagements, graduations, retirements, wedding anniversaries. On the 1st January 2000, 1,154 climbers from around the world greeted the New Millennium from the crater rim! 
    Some people have climbed the mountain as charity-sponsored walks. A man from Hilton in KwaZulu-Natal walked up the mountain backwards; and two teenagers hobbled to the top doing a three-legged climb. 

    Cyclists have made it to the top, carrying the mountain bikes up the final stretch; and a team of Australians used parasails to descend from the crater rim to Moshi in just two hours. 
    American astronauts were brought to Kilimanjaro by NASA in the 1950s to equip them for the shock of walking on the moonscape; and Reinhold Messner trained on Kilimanjaro immediately before his epic ascent of Mount Everest without supplementary oxygen. 

    Businesses send their employees to Kilimanjaro as a team-building exercise. 
    Blind people have also successfully scaled the mountain.  

    What distinguishes Kilimanjaro from all other mountains beyond the borders of equatorial Africa is the large range of climatic zones through which climbers pass in order to reach the summit. 

    Beginning in the cultivated zone, where the local tribespeople live, the Kilimanjaro trek passes from tropical banana groves and coffee plantations to rain forests, to Alpine meadow (a heath zone with typical ‘fynbos’ vegetation, to an Alpine desert (as dry and barren as the surface of the moon!), and finally to the ice-encrusted summit where glaciers and snow-fields abound. 

    Each of these areas is a ‘world’ in itself, wholly unrelated to the zone above or below it, and approximately 1,000 metres wide on average. John Reader points out that the descent from the summit of Kilimanjaro to the rain forests is akin to travelling from the Arctic circle to the equator. 

    Patrick Wagner was fascinated by this thought, and described the Kilimanjaro climb as ‘a package of adventures within a single hike’.

He poses the question: “Where can you hike for 40 kilometres, gain more than four kilometres in altitude, traverse rain forest, moorland, alpine desert, snowfields and ice cliffs virtually on the equator, and stand on the roof of a continent? The answer is Mount Kilimanjaro, the highest point of Africa and the tallest free-standing mountain in the world.”                                                       

                                                          - Getaway, November 1993
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