
The SNOWS OF KILIMANJARO 
 

  …My attempt to trek to the top of the mountain     
By David B.    

  
I departed from Toronto airport on Tuesday, April 4, 2007, destination Amsterdam.  The plane flew 
through a thunderstorm for about 5-10 minutes and there was a blinding flash accompanied by a huge 
bang and the cabin lights were dimmed momentarily.  A voice came over the intercom, “This is your 
captain speaking; as you may have seen and heard, the plane has just been struck by lightning and we 
have checked out all of the plane’s systems and it has caused no damage, so we are proceeding to 
Amsterdam”.  Arrived in Amsterdam on time, the airport is something else.  There are literally no means of 
finding out what one has to do, eventually found a transfer counter where I had to show ticket, passport in 
order to get a boarding pass.  They cannot issue them at Toronto K.L.M. rules, was in line for nearly two 
hours! 
 

Wednesday, April 4 

After a very long flight we arrive at Kilimanjaro airport and glory be, my backpack was the first item on 
the carousel and my suitcase  was just after.  After picking them up, I was first through immigration and 
then got pulled over for custom inspection – after exiting the airport was met by a man with a sign who 
informed me we had to go another 60 km to the hotel.  I arrived at the hotel, The Keys, and it was a 
throwback to a better time – no air conditioning and a mosquito net over the bed.  Was unable to get 
through to Canada by phone so the front desk lady went out and brought a phone card.  While I was 
waiting for her I had a very nice dinner and a couple of the local beers, very refreshing.  I phoned Anne 
(my spouse) using my card to let her know I had arrived okay, they went upstairs, sorted out my clothes 
for the morning and collapsed into deep sleep, safe under my mosquito netting. 

 
Thursday, April 5   

After a good nights sleep I awoke at 7:30.  I had asked for a 6:45 wake-up call and when I went downstairs 
the receptionist was all dithered as she had knocked on my door and I didn’t hear her and there was a 
message for me, indicating that they would pick me up at 9 a.m.  So I was able to have a nice quiet 
breakfast.  They arrived in a van and I was taken to a briefing in Moshi where I met my guide, Adam, and my 
three porters, one of whom doubled up as the cook too, and he carried my big pack, one to take all the food 
and the water and the other to take the cooking utensils as there was absolutely nothing to buy on the 
mountain, except for bottled water and $3 a bottle beer.  I enquired about the rest of the party but I was 
informed that there was only me!!!!!   
 
We then proceeded to the park entrance and signed in.  All the procedures took a while so it wasn’t until 
noon that we left.  The track took us through a rain forest, although it wasn’t raining for the first 2 hours there 
was a thick mist.  The mist eventually lifted and from what we could see it was a very sunny, hot day.  The 
jungle was very thick and often the sound of waterfalls could be heard, tantalizingly close but they were too 
well hidden behind the thick foliage to see and take photographs.  At one time a group of monkeys followed 
us in the tops of the trees and we were being bombarded with bits of trees.  They were great to see but we 
were not sorry when they left us alone. 
   
We stopped for lunch, they are pre-packed and the porters carry them.  There are picnic tables and toilet (!!) 
facilities.  After lunch we carried ‘on and upward’ and the going was reasonably easy but it was all uphill.    
At 5 p.m. we reached Mandara hut, at an elevation of 2700 metres, (8,860 feet), the first overnight stop and I 
was pleasantly surprised. 

 



There were about 15 ‘A’ frame huts and each hut has 4 bunks.  They are very clean and have solar-
powered lights, a mattress and a pillow.  As there are not very many people on the mountain, it being the 
low season, I have a hut to myself.  I am glad that I do, as I don’t think I would like to share this with three 
other climbers. 
 
I decided to sort out my knapsack and take out a lot of stuff from my personal backpack and put it in the 
larger one that the porter carries.  I hope that I have the correct things with me as I probably won’t see him 
until the day’s climb is finished.  After doing this I decided to have a lay down.  Five minutes later one of the 
porters brings me a bowl of warm water and soap for a wash.  Perhaps they think I smell and I do.  Half an 
hour later after my wash and a change of shirt I am told that tea is ready.  It consists of tea or coffee and 
popcorn.  I am writing this while waiting for my main meal and it has started to pour with rain.  After it had 
stopped raining a table cloth was laid over one of the trestle tables in the communal dining room, a place 
setting was laid and I was served my first dinner.  It consisted of an excellent soup, served in a tureen, a 
main course of potatoes and a kind of chicken stir fry.  It was very tasty and was followed by fruit, which was 
very enjoyable, even if the oranges were still green, apparently that is the way they are eaten in Tanzania. 

 
There are now 7 of us traveling up the mountain, each with their own guides and porters, and we ended up 
by sitting all together.  The group now consisted of an Irish man and his son, a guy from Edmonton, a young 
lady from Newcastle and a man and woman from France, both of whom work for ‘medicin sans frontiere’ in 
Chad.  It was nice talking and each telling their reasons for doing this trip, especially the French couple as 
they only spoke French and I was their interpreter, but I called it a day at 8:30 and went to bed.  
 
I was comfortably warm in my sleeping bag, and during the night we had one heck of a storm, I am glad that 
it didn’t come during the day.  During the storm there was a great bang and thud, but I didn’t investigate 
what it was as I was so comfortable.  In the morning I had a look outside my hut and discovered that a rather 
large bough of a tree had fallen off and had landed on the roof of the hut! 
 
Friday, April 6th  
I was awakened by the porter at 7 a.m. who knocked on the door saying “Babu, your warm water and soap 
is ready”.  All the porters called me Babu (pronounced Barboo) as it is a sign of respect for their elderly (at 
least that is what they told me). 
 
After washing and getting my pack ready for the porters, I went to breakfast, which consisted of very sweet, 
runny oatmeal and an omelet and fruit.  We got underway at 8:30 a.m.  We had only trekked for half an hour 
when we came across a small group of black and white hairy big monkeys.  They were very photogenic.  
The first hour we continued through the rain forest and then can onto rolling meadows where we saw the 
first sight of Kilimanjaro and it is very impressive. 
 
The going here is relatively easy, but it is all still uphill.  When we leave the meadows we come upon a sort 
of Alpine desert and there are some very hard climbs to do.  At one point we went straight up for an hour on 
a very rocky track and my legs were screaming for mercy.  At long last we come to our lunch time stop and it 
felt so good.  After lunch we continued forever upwards, sometimes in very difficult terrain and the water 
stops became more frequent, until we come to the crest of a hill and across the small valley was the very 
welcomed sight of Horombo hut.  It seemed so close but it took another hour to reach it and the last 20 
minutes was pure agony.  The hut has an elevation of 3700 metres, (12,000 feet) and it had taken me 6 
hours to get there.  Needless to say, all the rest of the party was already there, except for the young lady 
from Newcastle. When she did arrive, she was suffering from a bad case of altitude sickness. (Also called 
Acute Mountain Sickness (AMS).   The hut is the same sort of arrangement as the previous hut and again I 
had a hut to myself.  A porter brought warm water and soap and after refreshing I went up to tea.  
 
I am again writing this while waiting for dinner.  The dinner was once again very well served and well 
presented and it was of excellent quality.  It is amazing what the cook can produce under pretty hard 
conditions.  Before I go into the dining hut for dinner I look over the mountainside that I had just climbed and 



we are now above the clouds and the setting sun is something to see.  Of course I haven’t my camera with 
me.    
 
It is now after dinner and it has turned very cold, so tonight will probably be a ‘long john’ night.  It was.  
Tomorrow we have a day of acclimatizing to the altitude and I have decided to go with my guide, Adam, on a 
2 hour hike to get myself in shape for the hard work ahead.  Bed at 7:30 p.m.  definitely no chance of 
reading before turning in. 
 
Saturday, April 7th 
I was awakened as usual by “Babu here is your warm water and soap”.  Its 8:30 a.m.   I had a good night’s 
rest.  After breakfast, went on an acclimatizing trek straight up for one solid hour to the Zebra rocks.  Boy 
was that hard!!  It took about 40 minutes to come down and is just as strenuous on your legs but is a lot 
easier on your breathing.  The group of people I met in the dining hall was of the same opinion as me with 
regard to the severity of the climb. 

 

Had a hearty lunch of fried chicken, chips and shredded cabbage.  There are quite a few people from the 
previous day’s trek who had to stay at this level because of altitude sickness.  But as for me, so far so good, 
although I am finding it very hard to breathe.  By the way, the young lady from Newcastle, is an ear and 
throat surgeon.  Boy, they graduate them very young now!  She is still feeling bad from altitude sickness. 
 
The weather so far today had been very sunny, but cold, but now a heavy mist is rolling in and there are a 
few spits of rain.  I hope the rain holds off for a few more days.  Rested in the afternoon, doing cross-word 
puzzles and reading.  The camp is very busy now as it holds us who are acclimatizing; the ones who are 
one day behind and coming in; and in dribs and drabs, are those who have been to Kibo hut and/or the 
summit.  I am very nervous of what tomorrow will bring as there is a 6 hour hike to the base camp of 
Kilimanjaro at Kibo hut and then if I feel okay an 8 hour climb to the top!  Listening to those who have 
returned, it seems very hard but I think I will give it a go.  Now to bed and worry about tomorrow.  By the 
way, at this elevation the stars are the best I have ever seen since the war blackout. 
 
Sunday, April 8th.  
 After an early start we set off for the Kibo hut in glorious sunny weather, but cold.  For the first hour we go 
straight up on a rocky graveled path.  On reaching the top, we are welcomed with a long view of rolling hills, 
or so it seemed.  The small ‘down hills’ were good but the long ‘up hills’ dragged all of the energy from your 
body.   
 
When we stopped for lunch it was as if I were in heaven.  After lunch, back to slogging until we see a sign 
that said Kibo hut 1.4 km.  At last we are here I thought, but it was not to be.  We turned a bend in the track 
and there was a very steep upward gradient for the full 1.4 km.  I quite literally took one step at a time, but 
made it!  It had taken me 5 ½ hours and we were at 4567 metres  (14,900 feet).  The accommodation was 
very Spartan, consisting of a big hut with dormitories, each with 12 beds.  There were 6 of us in mine  
(individuals from Australia, Japan, France and California).  I thought it would be noisy but it wasn’t.  
Everyone was concerned with the final climb.   
 
After dinner everyone turned into bed and it was unusually quiet, we all went to bed fully clothed except for 
boots and coats.  Then the dreaded time came.   At 10:30 p.m. we were awakened by our guides, in my 
case Adam, with a cup of tea and he told me we would be leaving at 11 p.m.  He was right, at 11 p.m. he 
came in on time and I was ready, wearing underpants, two pairs of long johns, socks and boots, a T-shirt, 
long sleeved T-shirt, another long-sleeved shirt, a thick jersey and a winter coat, a toque around my neck 
and one on my head and a pair of warm gloves.  When we got outside we found out why we had to wear 
everything.  It was bitter cold.  The sky was crystal clear and the stars were something to behold, every 
constellation was visible, not that we had time to look at them.  That was the last time I saw the stars.  The 
first trek we had was to get to the bottom of the first ridge.  By then I was already finding it extremely hard to 
breathe.   



 
Luckily we are not able to see the height of the ridge, as the only light we had was a flashlight, and we 
trusted the fact that our guides knew the tracks like the back of their hands.  Sufficient to say that it is very 
steep,  and to climb it you have to use a ‘zig zag’ pathway.  Every step I took seemed to drag and take a bit 
more energy from my body.  Eventually, but I don’t know how, I made it to the top of the first ridge, 
completely exhausted, so I had to rest a while to try to get some oxygen into my body.  We had reached the 
5000 metres mark (15,400 feet) so up we plodded, slowly, one step at a time.  I thought the previous ridge 
was hard, but this was nigh on impossible, every step I took it seemed as if a million needles were attacking 
every part of my body and no matter how hard I breathed, I could not seem to get enough oxygen into my 
lungs.  The progress, if it could be called that, was three steps, rest, and then at times, one step and rest.  
Why on earth am I doing this I say to myself, when I could be sitting comfortably in front of my T.V. and 
watch someone else do it?   
 
I stopped frequently and Adam, my guide, was constantly saying “You Okay Babu, do not hurt yourself”.  
Stupid me replying “Yeah, I’m okay”.  We passed the 5,500 metre mark (18,000 feet)!  How?  I do not know!  
And up above, as dawn was slowly breaking, not that I cared, we could see Gilmore point, at least Adam 
said he could see it.  Me, I didn’t have the excess energy to raise my head to even look for it.  By now we 
are traveling through snow and ice and it seemed to me as if I was going one foot forward and two feet 
back.  Then slowly I was beginning to feel very dizzy and disoriented and Adam told me to rest. 
 
This, of course, I did.  When we eventually set off again I started to get violent pains in my head and my 
eyes seemed to be popping out of their sockets.  I didn’t tell Adam and after a few minutes, or was it days, I 
completely lost my sense of balance and Adam asked me a few questions and he said “sorry Babu, but we 
must descent the mountain quickly”.  I weakly protested, but to no avail and he took me by the arm and 
literally “frog marched” me down to below the 5,000 metres mark, where we rested.  He tried to explain to 
me what was happening to me, something about when you lose the sense of balance, the brain is being 
starved of oxygen and it is very dangerous situation and could cause long-term injury to me, but I was in no 
fit state of mind to listen to him.  All I could do was cry up a storm and feel extremely sorry for myself, having 
come this far and not getting to the top.  Thank goodness he knew more than I did about the effects of high 
altitude to the body, particularly the brain. 
He guided me back to the hut and helped me to take off some of my mountain gear and put me back into my 
sleeping bag.  He stayed with me for a while, but returned to me often, asking “Are you all right Babu”?   
 
After awhile, the more fortunate climbers started to arrive back at the hut and each and everyone said the 
same thing that Adam had done the right thing.  In a way it made me feel a lot better, but I was still bitterly 
disappointed that I had not achieved what I had set out to do.  The time spent on the final attempt:  8 hours. 
 
A footnote to say that about a month prior to this a climber from, I believe St. Catharines had died climbing 
the mountain!  I later discovered that the Australian and the  individual from Japan had not reached the 
summit. 
 
Eleven o’clock and we were once again on our way, this time down.  You need nearly as much energy to 
walk down hill as you do up, but the breathing is easier.  Eventually we arrived at Horombo hut where we 
talked abut our experiences while we “partake” of our tea.  I stayed awhile after our dinner and enjoyed the 
greatness of the view from this elevation and looked back on the mountain that had beaten me, and so to 
bed.  
 
Tuesday, April 10th (Happy Birthday) 
I am awakened today by, not ‘Here is your water Babu’, but by my small group of porters singing “Happy 
birthday to you”!   At least I think that is what they were singing, perhaps it was in Namibian, or is that 
Swahili?  I had turned over another year and I was now 72 years old!  Where have all the years gone to?  
No time to digress. 
 



After breakfast we started on our long trek down to the park gate.  One of our porters slipped and turned his 
ankle and it seemed to be broken, but with the sharing of his load, made it to Mandira hut, where Adam 
called up an ambulance.  Where were all the doctors when one was needed?  There is a vehicle track to this 
elevation where a four-wheel drive can make it.  After this it requires a helicopter to take you to the main 
gate.   Unfortunately he had to pay, which would have been more than he earned for the trek, so I paid for it, 
it was the least I could do for him. 
 
I found out that the guide makes $5.00 a day, the cook $4.00 a day, and the porters $3.00 a day.  So I gave 
them a good tip!!  I know it wasn’t my problem but the amount I gave them, along with my equipment and 
clothes would probably help their lives a little.  After all they have absolutely noting, any little I could do was 
well appreciated. 
 
I arrived back at The Key Hotel in Moshi, booked in, and called my wife, Anne, and went upstairs where I 
had a nice shave and shower, gave my dirty washing to the maid and she assured me it would be ready by 
tomorrow.  On my way to the bar to have a well earned glass of beer, or was it two, I noticed that my 
washing was already on the line!!  It’s funny, but going up the mountain I had no foot problems, but coming 
down I have a big blister on the underside of my big toes and have lost 3 toe nails. 

    

My Evaluation of the ClimbMy Evaluation of the ClimbMy Evaluation of the ClimbMy Evaluation of the Climb    
It was a lot harder than what I hand anticipated. 
Could I have made it if I had not heeded the advice of Adam, my guide? 
The answer is “No” as I was completely out of it by then.   I had used up all my energy and even if the 
distance left was only 30 metres, I still could not have managed it.  At leas now I am able to write about it. 

Would I do it again?  No!  Well, maybe if I was 30 years younger! 
Did I fail in what I set out to do?    Yes and No.   No, I didn’t get to the top of Kilimanjaro.  Yes, when I look 
at the enormity, from my angle, of even thinking I could get to the top of the mountain and failing when I did, 
then as far as I am concerned I succeeded! 
The climb, or trek, could be equated to the following:  the first day was a long uphill walk that was very tiring; 
the second day was as if I had ran a marathon; and the third day was getting over it and keeping in shape; 
the fourth day was as if I had ran another marathon and then found out that I still had another one to do; the 
final part I cannot equate to anything as I have never tackled anything so hard in my life.      

 (In David’s words)…..CLOSE BUT NO CIGAR!!!!!!   
 

(Thank you, David, for sharing your incredible journey to the roof of Africa!  The lessons learned, 
not only from your adventure, but also, from your accomplishments achieved, will no doubt stay 
with you always, and serve as an inspiration for new challenges for you to conquer.  Your 
enthusiasm is contagious!  You are a true champion and inspiration for others!      
   
Did you know?  In June of 2006, a man named Jimmy Goddard's from the UK made a 

successful expedition reaching Gilman’s Point on Kilimanjaro, a height of 5,650 metres – 

said to be the highest point reached by an individual, with the aid of assistive device, a 

wheelchair!  

 

 

“Opportunities are limited only by our imagination”! 
 


