
 
 
 

  

 Kilimanjaro Climb 2004 
 

Day 1: Machame Gate to Machame Camp (9,900 ft.) 
 
Day 1 began with a bus ride from Jacaranda Hotel in Arusha to Kilimanjaro National Park. As 
we loaded ourselves and our gear, we met Ean, who was to be our guide for the next 7 days. 
After an hour or so we arrived at the Machame Gate entrance to the Park. Hikers milled all 
around in the morning sunshine while porters organized their loads of gear and guides obtained 
the required permits.  

 

   
 
 
We endured a bit of a wait, but finally Ean advised us to head up the trail with Earake and 
Lyimo. The time was close to 11:30 a.m. when we started up toward Machame Campsite, moving 
"pole, pole" (slowly, slowly). Amy, James, and Omar went in front, with Jacque and I following. 
The trail began as a relatively smooth 4-wheel-drive track, and then changed to a well-maintained 
trail. There was no mud, and the trail was in many places covered with rock cinders, providing a 
very nice surface. 
 

  
 
 
We hiked for 5 hours to reach Machame Campsite, stopping for a lunch break, where Ean 
caught up to us. We took one other short rest break along the trail. There were a number of other 
parties on the route, along with what would become the usual procession of porters rapidly 
passing us on their way up the mountain. We were united in our respect and admiration for the 
strength of the porters. Their speed and endurance were amazing, as they carried loads of up to 
40 pounds or so, in addition to their own gear, from camp to camp.  
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The Machame Campsite offered great views of Kibo and the surrounding heather zone. We had 
popcorn, peanuts, and tea in the mess tent. After sorting out our tents and gear for the night, we 
had a dinner of soup, fish-and-chips, and avocado. The constant beverage was hot tea, although 
some team members would mix hot chocolate. All the water we consumed on the mountain was 
boiled by the cook, but some of us used iodine tablets to ensure its safety before drinking. We 
didn't use iodine in the tea water, though, but had no problems.  
 
It was good to have the first day behind us, and the group was in excellent spirits. I began to 
realize that our team was coming together easily, and I was thankful to have such terrific 
individuals in our group. Although the first day was a long one, the actual hiking was not difficult, 
by the standard of what was to come in the following days. The trail was only moderately steep in 
places, and the condition of the trail was for the most part excellent.  

 
 

   
 
 

Day 2: Machame Camp to Shira Camp (12,600 ft.) 
 
Day 2 to Shira Campsite was a 7-hour hike on ground that was steeper than that covered on 
the first day. Again, as on the first day, there were many other parties on the route. Hikers ranged 
in age from teenagers to adults perhaps 50 years of age. Everyone seemed fit, although some 
reported feeling a bit "out of it" due to the exertion and the altitude. Our group of 5 marched 
steadily onward and upward. 
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The trail was steepest during the morning hike, and I struggled to develop any sort of rhythm. I 
constantly felt short of breath, and realized I was not acclimatized to the altitude as well as I had 
hoped I would be. After lunch, the going seemed a bit easier, but I still found it necessary to go 
along slowly and rest briefly from time to time. 
 

   
 
We each carried a lunch prepared by the cook that morning. The contents, which were fairly 
common to each of the days on the trail, included a boiled egg, potato chips, a sandwich, 
chocolate bar, muffin, cheese, peanuts, and a mango drink. We also carried energy bars and trail 
mix brought from home. We reminded ourselves to drink from our water bottles or hydration 
sleeves as often as possible. We tried to consume 3+ liters of water, in addition to the tea and 
drinks we had for dinner, each day. Water assists greatly in acclimatization. 
 

   
 
Our camp was placed about 200 meters from the tent city at Shira Campsite, allowing us 
privacy and access to our own toilets, such as they were. The toilet facilities at the various 
campsites formed the basis for much of the nightly discussion, it turns out. Relieving oneself on 
Kili is an active, rather than a passive, experience. A good aim is a highly prized skill -- enough 
said. 
 
During the evening at Shira Campsite, Ean met with our team to discuss an alternative 
itinerary: the Western Breach wall to the crater. Our original plan was to follow the more 
traditional route from Shira to Barranco, then to Karanga and Barafu, following the Mweka Route 
up the scree slope to Stella Point on the crater -- in effect, achieving a traverse of the south side 
of Kili via the Southern Circuit trail system. Ean offered us the chance at the most difficult non-
technical route to the summit by climbing the Western Breach from Arrow Glacier Campsite. This 
would also allow us to camp at the famous Lava Tower, and to climb it during our afternoon there. 
After some discussion, the team unanimously decided on the more difficult Western Breach 
variant. 
 
During the night, I developed a vicious headache. No stranger to such ailments, my headache 
ranking system is based on a scale from "crap" at the lower end to "f***" near the upper limits of 
sanity. This night's pain I rank near the "damn" mark, just below "sh**" (note that the scale also 
provides for mid-mark rankings, as in "sh** f***"). Tylenol failed to make much of a dent for most 
of an almost sleepless night, but near morning Jacque administered another round of the caplets, 
and I finally was able to get some relief. By sunrise, tea and breakfast fixed me up and I felt fine 
again. I chalk it up to my body's hatred of exertion and altitude. 
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Day 3: Acclimatization Trek toward Lava Tower 
 
Day 3 dawned clear and cold at Shira Campsite. The team geared up for a 6-hour round trip, 
going as far as the junction of trails to Lava Tower and Barranco Valley. The purpose of the hike 
was to assist in our acclimatization to the increasing altitude. 
 

   
 
Soon we were walking amid the boulder fields along a low ridgeline toward Lava Tower. 
During this day's hike, we rarely saw any other parties or porters. Everyone, it seemed, had left 
Shira Campsite by another trail (one that we would use to return to our tents at Shira later in the 
day). Seeing few people made the hike very enjoyable, as did the gentle gradient. There were not 
steep pitches that I recall, but the altitude gain was steady. 
 

    
 
As we hiked closer to Kibo and the Lava Tower, the views became increasingly more 
stunning. Not a single cloud obscured our view of the southwest flank of Kibo. Amy, Omar, and 
James took time to climb around on some rocks to reach a natural "window" formation near the 
trail. We had excellent views of Shira and the great Shira Plateau to the west. 
 

   
 
We returned to Shira Campsite via a trail on a nearby ridgeline (we would use this trail to reach 
Lava Tower the next day). As the sun set behind Shira, we took photographs of Kibo and the area 
around the campsite, before having dinner and getting to bed early. All in all, this was an 
enjoyable day on the mountain. 
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Day 4: Shira Camp to Lava Tower (14,100 ft.) 
 
 
Day 4 was dedicated to reaching Lava Tower Campsite. We took the same trail we had 
descended on Day 3 when we returned to Shira Campsite from the acclimatization hike. There 
were more porters on the route, but we saw no other hikers until we reached Lava Tower. There 
was one other party camped at Lava Tower when we arrived. We learned that this party was an 
American group like our own, and that 7 of its 12 members had decided to turn back. The 
remaining 5 would climb the Western Breach beginning the morning after our night climb. 

  
 

   
 
 
After reaching Lava Tower, we rested for a bit, then Ean led the group in a rock-scrambling 
exercise to the top of Lava Tower. The Tower is 300 feet in height at its highest, and offers 
tremendous views in all directions. It was another opportunity to acclimatize at a higher altitude, 
and we took advantage of the high perspective to take many photographs.  

 
 

   
 
 
On the downclimb of the Tower, Amy and James could not resist trying a steep portion of the 
tower wall, assisted by Ean. Everyone enjoyed this added attraction, but I worried briefly about 
them falling to their deaths -- perhaps even squishing some of us below!! In any event, all ended  
well.  
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At Lava Tower Campsite, we were able to look easily up toward Arrow Glacier and the imposing 
Western Breach. Later, at Arrow Glacier Campsite, the Breach wall would appear even more 
ominous and forbidding. I hoped we knew what we were up to. It would take all our physical and 
mental strength to surmount this obstacle.  

 
 

   
 

 
Day 5: Lava Tower to Arrow Glacier (14,800 ft.)  
 
 
Day 5 to Arrow Glacier is a short trip -- only a few hours. We took an acclimatization hike of 
about 2-3 hours up the lateral moraine of the Arrow Glacier after arriving, to further our 
adjustment to altitude. At the time, I wondered if this additional exertion was wise, considering we 
would begin the summit push at midnight. Ean believed the acclimatization afforded by this hike 
was more important than the additional rest, though. He judged us to be strong enough.  
 
Arrow Glacier Campsite was a desolate place. Clouds obscured the sun for much of our time 
there. The camp was shared by the remaining hardcore members of the American group that lost 
some of its people at Lava Tower. For the most part, there was not much sound, except for the 
wind. Looking skyward at the brooding Western Breach, I hoped our team would have what it 
took to make it to the crater, and then to the summit. 
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Eating was especially difficult at Arrow Glacier Campsite, due to the altitude and the anxiety 
that accompanied the impending nighttime climb of the Western Breach. We took to the tents 
early after dinner, hoping to get as much sleep as possible before Earake would come for us at 
11:00 p.m.  

 
 

   
 
 
Tried as I might, I could not sleep at Arrow Glacier. I turned this way and that, finally lying on my 
back to stare at the tent roof for the hours before we started up the Western Breach. Earake at 
last arrived with tea and cookies, and I managed to drink half a cup of the hot liquid and swallow 
most of one cookie. 
 

Summit Day: Arrow Glacier to Uhuru Peak (19,340 ft.), then to 
Mweka (10,010 ft.) 
  
 
Summit Day began for us at 12:00 midnight. For the night climb, I wore fleece pants, hiking 
pants, and windproof pants. I wore a base layer on top, covered by a long-sleeved shirt, a fleece 
top, and a wind jacket. I realized that my big mittens would not work well with my trekking poles, 
so I wore glove liners and a pair of gloves. I wore a knit cap that I could cover with the hood of the 
wind jacket. We all used headlamps, except for Ean in front and Lyimo in the rear. I used 
chemical hand and feet warmers, but both appendages were very cold all night. I also wore a silk 
balaclava, but I felt very claustrophobic when covering my mouth and nose -- I used it solely as a 
neck gaiter, with the result that the icy winds nearly froze my nose, cheeks, and lips during the 
night.  
 
As the climb to the crater was the crux of our weeklong journey, I would have liked to have 
taken photographs of our ascent. But even in the light of a full moon, photography would have 
been sketchy, and I opted to stow my camera in my backpack and concentrate on the difficulties 
of the route. My memories of the Western Breach that night are dimmed, I believe by the extreme 
conditions we faced, and by the long and unyielding vertical grade. I remember it as if from a 
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dream, images of rock and shadow briefly awash in torchlight, then fading away. And always the 
sound and icy bite of the howling wind.  
 
At 6:00 a.m. I stepped onto the crater floor near the Furtwangler Glacier, followed by the other 
team members, Ean, and Lyimo. We enjoyed a short celebration of congratulatory hugs and 
handshakes. I felt the close connection to my teammates one only feels for those with whom one 
has suffered greatly, and succeeded.  
 
I looked up the steep wall to Furtwangler Point, trying to summon the energy and 
determination to climb another 1,000 feet to Uhuru...and these did not come immediately. Before 
long, we had hiked through the crater campsite and Omar and Amy began the steep pull up to the 
summit ridge.  
 
James went up next with Lyimo, while Jacque and I refueled as best we could on what water 
remained unfrozen, and on some trail mix and energy bars. My most immediate need was to get 
myself warmer. I was so focused on the climb of the Western Breach that I did not realize how 
hypothermic I had become during the night. Ean rubbed my wooden hands and I put on my big 
mittens. I slowly got past the shivering, and Ean cajoled Jacque and me to begin the final section, 
with Ean in the lead.  

 

   
 
 
Without Ean's encouragement, it would have been very difficult to continue. Our group was 
badly wasted from our 6-hour climb during the night, and we were moving very slowly. Still, each 
person showed great character and kept going. Within 2 hours of reaching the crater, Jacque, 
Ean, and I joined Lyimo, Amy, Omar, and James at the highest point in Africa, 19,340 feet (the 
4th highest of the famous "Seven Summits").  
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The descent from Stella Point to Barafu, and then on down to Mweka, took a total of about 8 
hours. By the time I arrived in Mweka, I think the only thing propelling me was gravity. I was 
extremely tired, but happy in the knowledge that we had made the summit. Jacque and I bought a 
round of Kilimanjaro and Safari beer at Mweka camp, and enjoyed a celebratory drink with Omar 
and Amy. James came down the mountain using his ultra-fast descent technique, and decided to 
hit the tent early. We played cards for awhile before lying down to what was for me the best night 
of sleep on the mountain. 
 

Final Descent: Mweka Camp to Mweka Gate  
 
The final descent was a leisurely 3-hour downhill from Mweka Campsite to Mweka Gate, 
through the rainforest. We left later than most of the teams at Mweka Campsite, after presenting 
Ean with money to tip the porters and other staff.  

 
 

   
 
 
Ean led the staff in a song (the Kilimanjaro Song) for us after he distributed the tips. He also 
gave us certificates for reaching Uhuru Peak. Then we piled into the Good Earth Tours bus and 
creaked down the mountain road, finally hitting the paved road to Arusha.  
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Some Thoughts...  
 
 
If you by chance are reading this and thinking of climbing Kilimanjaro, be advised that if you 
are indeed successful, you will feel a great sense of accomplishment, and you can be certain of 
many unforgettable moments that could rival any others in your life for top billing. And this sense 
of accomplishment is possible because climbing Kili is grueling and difficult, even on the 
"easier" routes. Successfully reaching Uhuru Peak, for the average person, is an awesome and 
admirable achievement. But it is success that is hard won. Be prepared, both physically and 
mentally. Research the route you are taking and know a bit about Kili before showing up.  
 
You can only summit Kili if you are able to overcome the effects of exhaustion due to limited 
sleep, exposure, and exertion. You will also suffer from reduced appetite, dirt and dust beyond 
your dreams, severe cold, hell's toilets, and a host of symptoms related to constantly increasing 
altitude.  
 
You might notice that some statistics indicate the majority of persons attempting Kili are 
successful. Be advised that, if indeed true, this is due in large measure to two things: 1) the 
guides and their staffs are excellent, and 2) the majority of people that travel halfway around the 
world to attempt Kili are physically fit and dedicated. You will certainly not see anyone who is 
"below average" in terms of fitness level high on the mountain. People of "average" fitness will 
struggle. The weak, and those disinclined to extreme physical activity, should not make the flight 
to Tanzania! Prepare yourself!  
 
My fondest memories of our successful climb are of the people who made up my team on the 
mountain. I met 3 of my 4 teammates within a day of when we left Arusha for Machame Gate. 
And against all odds, these people were all strong, happy, fit, caring, interesting people! I count it 
as a minor miracle that such diverse people could come together so well and finish Kili on one of 
the most difficult summit routes.  
 
Thanks, Jacque, Omar, Amy, James, and our terrific guide Ean.  
 
You simply cannot climb Kili without the assistance of your guide, his assistant guides, porters, 
and cook. I was struck time and again by the strength and determination of these native people. 
They earn every measure of respect you can muster. These guys depend on tips to supplement 
what they are paid by their company. And even including tips, a porter might make less than $10 
per day, carrying up to 40 lbs. of your equipment in addition to his own sleeping gear, food, and 
clothing. Think about this when you see them fly by you on the way to setup camp and make tea 
before you arrive, many of them wearing flip-flops or old tennis shoes and ragged clothing. 
Remember to say "asante sana" and treat them well. 
 


