Richard Tarr’s once-in-a-lifetime trip to climb Kilimanjaro 5/1/07 to 14/1/07
Trip Log
The seeds of this ambition were sown some years ago and the final illness of my father inspired me to ‘get off my backside’ and actually do this trip.  I have no trekking or climbing experience of any kind so have relied totally on the advice of anyone I can find who knows more than me (not hard).  Rob and Pete of No Sweat Outdoors, Mark of Square World Travel, Exodus Holidays and Peter Burgess all deserve special mention for their forbearance answering my incessant questions with infinite patience.  Most of my clothing and equipment was purchased from No Sweat Outdoors.
Friday 5/1/07

After spending months, loads of money, and packing (many times), the big day has finally arrived and I’m off on the biggest adventure of my life.  I left home around 11 am on my way to Heathrow terminal 4.  Kevina (my wife) gave me a lift to Tiverton Parkway rail station where I caught the London train to Paddington and then the Heathrow Express to Terminal 4.

After struggling through security (boots off, belt off and a pat down search) I caught the 1900 Kenyan Airways flight to Nairobi where I arrived eight hours later.  During the usual wait I met a young lady who had climbed Kili the previous week – she said it had snowed at the summit!  Also she said that they hadn’t actually seen the mountain until they got to the top due to rain.  Brrr.

Saturday 6/1/07

The next flight was a short one from Nairobi to Kilimanjaro on a small twin-turboprop engined aeroplane run by Precision Air.  It was a gorgeous morning and the pilot very kindly took the scenic route so that we could catch a view of Kili from the plane windows.  It was a fantastic sight with the snow glittering in the sun.  I gather that the ‘long rains’ have lasted longer than usual this year and the snow level is lower as a result.  Met at Kilimanjaro International Airport by John who took myself and Michele Bowers to the Kibo Hotel in Marangu – a distance of about 130km and 2 hours.  John is part of the Chagga tribe and owns a small farm of around 4 acres where he grows all his own vegetables.  Chagga tradition splits the farm between the male heirs on death so I suspect the farms are getting smaller and smaller.  Apparently each son is given a small plot of land when he is about sixteen years old and told to build a house there.  There are lots of incomplete project all over the place!  Tanzania looks prosperous in terms of agriculture with fields of sunflowers and green stuff everywhere.  Kili is now covered in cloud although the rest of the sky is clear blue.  

The final mile to Kibo Hotel was along a very bumpy dirt track which we arrived at about 12pm – just in time to buy a burger for lunch.  The hotel is an old Colonial building built in 1885 and presents a sort of quiet, faded grandeur.  The gardens are beautifully kept with a riot of colour and all the staff are friendly and helpful.  Even the mobile phone works in some places so at least you aren’t totally out of touch with civilization!  I was given room 24, a comfortable large double where I spent the afternoon unpacking and re-packing my kit to try and make the most of what I had.  Once I start the trek there won’t be any chance to do this again.  Managed to sleep for a couple of hours in the afternoon, woke and re-packed (again!!)

I’ll leave most of my money, my passport and credit card at the Hotel when on trek – just carry the paper copies and $180.  I’ll feel naked although I know there’s nothing to buy on the mountain.  We met Eduardo, the trip coordinator, in the evening when I discovered that – omigod – Exodus had failed to inform him that I had booked to hire a sleeping bag and down jacket.  I gave him my copy of the invoice as proof and he promised to sort it out.

The evening meal was reasonable at $12 if not exactly gourmet where we met the rest of the team.  There were an expected 19 people coming which eventually turned into 17 – one team of 9 (us) and one of 8 (them).  Our team comprised me, Michele, Dave, David, Cam, Anna, Rob, James, and Daniel.  Daniel had bought himself the trip as a 50th birthday present.  David Merryweather did not actually arrive until Sunday having missed his flight from Nairobi which had been mysteriously cancelled at the last minute.

We had a late evening briefing from Eduardo who went through the climb details with us.  Nothing I hadn’t discovered for myself already but he did helpfully detail the four main rules – 

Positive attitude

Acclimatisation (walk high, sleep low)

Walk slowly (Pole Pole)

Drink as much as possible

Right – off tomorrow at 9.30 for a 2½ hour bumpy ride to Rongai for check-in.

Sunday 7/1/07

Not a good night’s sleep – it was too hot and I didn’t want to open the windows for fear of mosquitoes.  6am was greeted by an incessant bell ringing asking all good Christians to Church – as this wasn’t me I was just rudely awakened.  Read for a bit, got up and re-packed (again).  Getting a bit sick of packing now.  Breakfast at 7.30 which was fried and scrambled eggs – not terribly appetizing I must say – plus the usual toast, coffee, tea, juice.

At 9.00 I picked up my hired equipment - Eduardo has worked a minor miracle by discovering a sleeping bag and down jacket (yea!).  We left at 9.30 to drive in old LandRovers to Nale Moru (1950m), the start of the trek.  VERY bumpy journey to the trek start where we booked in having been weighed at the hotel.  My pack was heavier than most with 3 litres of water and probably too much kit – I’ll sort it out later when I get more experience.

We scoffed the packed lunches provided as soon as we had time to sit down and started walking at 12.30 having been joined by David who finally managed to join us after missing his flight from Nairobi.

The first part of the walk was through lovely woodland which was reminiscent of England in spring.  Unlike England, though, we saw some Colombus Monkeys and of course the views of Kilimanjaro dominated the scene.  I think that it was here we felt our temerity tilting at this imposing mountain.  I found the walking constantly uphill quite tiring so perhaps I’m not as fit as I’d hoped.  Poo.  Arrived at camp at 4.30, found a spare tent and discovered that I was lucky enough to have one on my own – great.  Walked up a further 100m to help acclimatization.  The cook had prepared a quick snack of tea and popcorn and shortly afterwards served a meal of courgette soup, fish, potatoes and veg stew followed by fruit.  In bed by 9pm for an early start at 6 am.  Camping altitude 2600m.

Weather-wise, this was a lovely day – almost cloudless and completely different (we’re told) to the previous week.

Monday 8/1/07

What a night – must have got up to visit the little boys room five times.  Is this the effect of my body acclimatizing to altitude I wonder?  Or perhaps it’s the unaccustomed camping.

Woke at 6am with a cup of tea and shortly afterward hot water for washing arrived.  What service!  Breakfast at 7 comprised porridge, omelettes, bacon, bread etc with more tea/coffee/milo.  I was introduced to Milo for the first time – a very pleasant ovaltine-type drink which we discovered mixed well with the porridge!
Set off at 8am with a harder climb to Second Cave for lunch.  Again I dropped behind the young fit ones but the name of the game is not a race but ‘pole pole’ (slowly slowly).  We arrived at Second Cave (3400m) at 12.30 for lunch which was set up on camp tables in the lovely sunshine outside the cave.  Lovely lunch of mainly salad and bread with the inevitable tea!

After lunch we had an easier walk to Kikelewa but I found this still quite tough going.  I found I was carrying more water than I needed (3 litres) so threw away one and found the lighter load much easier to cope with.  Arrived at Kikelewa (3600m) at 4.30 for the usual cup of tea and then I went for an hour’s kip in my tent to try and get rid of the headache I had developed.  An hour later the (and after a couple of Paracetamol) my headache had gone so clearly it wasn’t altitude but merely tiredness.  Dinner was chicken, rice & veg stew with banana fritters to follow.  All excellent fare but I didn’t have a lot of appetite.  Into bed at 8.20 ready for the usual 6.30 start tomorrow.  It’s getting very cold now – thank goodness for the down jacket which I hired. 

Again, a lovely day with Kilimanjaro and Mawenzi dominating the views.

Tue 9/1/07

Today we walked away from Kilimanjaro as this is the ‘extra’ day which allows us to acclimatize better to the altitude.  I had a much better day’s walking – I was a bit worried yesterday that I wasn’t really fit enough the even get to Kibo Hut let alone the summit!  The pace was much slower and nobody (apparently) got out of breath.  We arrived at Mawenzi Tarn (4300m) by 3.30.  What a fabulous spot for a camp – set spectacularly in a natural bowl beneath the huge presence of Mount Mawenzi which was snow covered this time.  There’s even a lake at the centre of the bowl which provides drinking water (the last available for some days).  We took a 200m afternoon acclimatisation walk up a ridge towards Mawenzi – steep scree but well worthwhile for the views.  Even at this level we saw Red Admiral butterflies and I saw a lizard (who scampered away pretty promptly).  The treat tomorrow is the walk over the Saddle back towards Kilimanjaro.

The weather continues dry and sunny but the temperature is dropping day by day.

Wed 10/1/07

After the usual high quality breakfast we pointed our feet towards Kilimanjaro and set off.  First of all we had to climb over three ridges in our way before reaching the moon-like wastes of the Saddle.  All day we had spectacular views of Kilimanjaro in front and Mawenzi behind with the former getting steadily larger and the latter shrinking behind us.  The ground is really barren with only a few lichen plants managing to keep a foothold in this landscape.  We arrived at Kibo Hut (4700m) about 1.30pm, had lunch and signed in (they really don’t want to lose us!).  Kibo Hut nestles beneath the main crater wall and is the last stop before the steep ascent to the crater rim.  This year, the length of the long rains, which only stopped last week, have left a legacy of snow down as far as Kibo Hut so we can look forward to walking up nearly the last thousand meters in cold snow conditions.  

None of the TV programmes or books have made it clear just how hard walking to this height is.  Everything becomes an effort – even putting on my boots and standing up.  My stamina seems to have gone out of the window and I get out of breath after only a few steps.  Still I have no other symptoms of altitude illness – no headaches, nausea or vomiting and my appetite remains good.  Even my internal workings are staying on line!

Went to bed at 1.30 for a sleep until 5pm when it’s dinnertime again.  After dinner try and sleep again until 11pm when it’s time to start the big push for the summit.  Still a lot of talking from the porters which makes it difficult to sleep for long – plus the cold and the altitude don’t help!

We’ve been lucky with the weather – let’s hope tomorrow continues like this.

Thur 11/1/07

We got up at 11pm for ‘breakfast’ of tea and cookies to start walking at 12pm.  We struggled in the dark and bitter cold through snow and rocks, taking very small zig-zags upwards to reach Gilmans Point (5685m) at 5.30am.  Samuel Mosha (the chief guide) helped no end by singing little mountain ditties in Swahili to keep us going.  He says afterwards that this was to keep his mouth and nose from freezing but I can only say how nice it was to hear this continuous soothing sound coming from up front.  All night all I could see was a small pool of light illuminating the feet of the person in front.  I started the climb with 3 litres of water again but found the extra litre too heavy again so got rid of it.  Unfortunately, on the way up I noticed the water demand valve from the bladder freezing up and despite my best efforts turned solid about 3am so that was it – no more water!  I had tried to insulate the tube but couldn’t do much about the demand valve.

It was still dark at Gilmans Point although the sunrise wasn’t far away.  Still we couldn’t stay there for long and started the two hour trek to Uhuru Peak (5896m) immediately.  Unfortunately the sun rose while we were behind some rocks and by the time we emerged from the rocks the sun was up!  So much for that view – I’ll have to take other people’s word for the beauty of the sunrise.  We finally arrived at Uhuru Peak (5895m) which is the summit of Kilmanjaro at 7.30am.  There were quite a few other groups also arriving at the same time so it wasn’t a unique experience by any means.  Nevertheless it was an extremely fulfilling moment and you only have to reflect that probably only one in a million people have climbed Kilimanjaro to realise just what an achievement this is.  Curiously my eyesight was affected although whether this was altitude or tiredness I don’t know.  I suspect I was physically shattered though.
Having reached the top there’s only one way to go – down – and this after some nine hours of hard altitude walking!  After getting back to Gilmans Point the slope we had walked up in the early hours was revealed.  Thank goodness we didn’t see the slope or I think we would have quailed at the sight!  Anyway, we started to walk down the snow-covered slope which was harder then it looked.  Eventually we all gave up walking and just ‘glissaded’ down like little toboganning creatures.  It took three minutes to drop down what it took three hours to climb up!  

After arriving back at Kibo Hut, we were told ‘half an hour to rest and pack up’ before it was off again for a 5 hour walk down the Marangu Route to Horombo Huts (3700m).  Again we had to cross the Saddle but it was an easy broad trail downwards.  I seem to have developed a sore throat but that’s probably due to breathing through my mouth for too long at altitude (I hope).  During the afternoon the cloud and mist rolled across the Saddle obscuring all the view both up and down.  Then it started a fine misty drizzle – not much but enough to get wet.  Pretty good though – we were very fortunate that the weather held out as long as it did.  At the evening meal the cook produced a good final meal even though we were running out of almost everything.  I was cold overnight – I’m not sure that this sleeping bag is adequate below freezing.  For the first time there was ice on the tent in the morning.      

Fri 12/1/07

Up at the usual 6am with tea (no milk now and a shortage of most food).  In the morning, we walked down to Mandara Huts, the first stop on the Marangu Route, where we had lunch from the packed boxes we were given in the morning.  It’s really odd shedding clothing on the way down as the temperature increases.  In the afternoon we made our way to Marangu Gate arriving at about 2pm.  Got my first blister during the 17 mile walk out of the mountain – probably due to the increasing temperature and the faster pace of walking.  Having registered to prove we survived the mountain, we took the short drive back to the hotel and that was the end of the adventure.  In the evening we had a celebratory meal which was most enjoyable.  All our group of nine reached the summit which was quite a result and well done to Samuel Mosha our guide who helped all of us up the mountain.  I went to bed with aching legs – hopefully this will pass away by the morning.  

Sat 13/1/07

Had a good night’s sleep and woken at 6am by the usual bells.  Walked with Michele a couple of miles into Mamba to see the local market which was very interesting.  

We left the hotel at 3.15pm to arrive at Kilimanjaro International Airport at 4.10pm.  It’s been cloudy all day so no sign of Kili.  The flight books on at 6pm with take-off at 7.40pm.  After an hour’s uneventful flight to Nairobi at 18,000 feet (ha ha pathetic aeroplane - we walked to 19,340 feet!) we transferred to the Heathrow overnight flight which took off at 12.50am (an hour late) to arrive in London at 7am UK time (10am Kili time).

CONCLUSION

Well – all I can say is that none of the sources I discovered managed to describe to me the immense effort it would take to achieve this particular goal.  Obviously it will be different for every individual and I can only give my reaction.  Nevertheless I’m delighted to have achieved this ambition and proved that I could still make this sort of challenge at 53 years old.  It also satisfied my curiosity as to whether I suffer from altitude sickness (no) and whether I would notice any effects of altitude (yes).  Perhaps taking Diamox in the latter stages might have helped with the weakness but I’m just delighted to have achieved my goal without chemical help.
It was interesting to see the seasons change from 25 degrees down to -10 degrees over just a few days and I was very impressed with Tanzania, it’s greenery and it’s people.

Would I do it again?  Perhaps as I’ve achieved this ambition, not this one, but certainly another.  As I write this a week on it’s surprising how soon the memory of the exhaustion and weakness fades!  

