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The Snows of
Like in the Hemingway story, there’s a lesson to be learnt 
at the end of the trek up Africa’s highest mountain
By Praveen SuthrumKilimanjaro

Climbers walk past the glaciers that 
make up Mt. Kilimanjaro’s iconic white-

capped peak. The ice fields have been 
melting in recent years and it is feared 

that the glaciers will be gone by 2020.



X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

 (
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

)

58  national GeoGraphic traveller inDia | april 2014 april 2014 | national GeoGraphic traveller inDia  59

KolkataTanzaniaGreat Walks
IN FOCUS

d
e

 A
g

o
s

t
in

i/
p.

 j
A

c
c

o
d

/d
in

o
d

iA
 (

c
r

at
e

r
),

 k
A

z
u

yo
s

h
i n

o
m

A
c

h
i/

c
o

r
b

is
/i

m
A

g
e

li
b

r
A

r
y

 (
p

la
n

ts
)

As Harry lies dying,
he remorsefully contemplates his life gone by. in the end, he 
dreams of a plane that flies him over a mountain that’s “as wide 
as all the world, great, high, and unbelievably white in the sun”. 

on the fifth day of my trek, i am walking on the vast saddle 
that connects the peaks of Mount Mawenzi and Kibo, when i 
look upon the heavenly brightness of Kilimanjaro that harry 
must have seen. harry’s reflections and death form the essence of  
ernest hemingway’s short story, “the Snows of Kilimanjaro” in 
which he describes the mountain as an other-worldly place.

Kibo (top) is the best preserved of Mt. Kilimanjaro’s three volcanic cones. It has three concen-
tric craters, and signs of volcanic activity like fumaroles, are still visible here; Day two or 
three of the trek up Mt. Kilimanjaro takes climbers out of the forest and into the moorlands. 
The moorlands have mostly low shrubs, except for the occasional alien-looking giant senecio 
plants (right) that grow taller than people.

as a poignant reminder of hemingway’s 
story, i spot a crashed plane—a cessna with 
grey paw marks painted on its side. ripped 
metal has been flung a few hundred feet 
across this lunar landscape. Wires jut out of 
the disfigured cockpit. 

We’re on a rocky path close to the Kibo hut 
camp (15,430 ft), from where we will begin 
our final climb to Uhuru peak (19,340 ft)— 
the summit of Kilimanjaro, and africa’s 
highest point. the peaks of Kibo, Mawenzi, 
and Shira form the volcanic cones of the Kili-
manjaro range. 

having started from Moshi, we approach-
ed Kilimanjaro through the rongai Gate 
(6,398 ft) in the north. i find it a little dif-
ficult to digest that 46 staff are accompany-
ing our group of 12 on this seven-day trek. in 
the last few days, our trail has gone through 
cornfields and pine forests that eventually 
opened into vast moorlands. Yesterday, on 
the fourth night of the trek, we had camped 
at Mawenzi tarn (14,206 ft), a campsite  
below the main spire of Mount Mawenzi. 
the lake had a mystical feel to it—reflect-
ing our green and yellow tents at the base 
of a rugged white mountain. the trek didn’t 
seem as demanding as Kilimanjaro is often 
made out to be.

now, on the fifth evening of the trip, i’m 
restless and tired but i cannot sleep. i recall 
our group leader Sarah Kingdom’s words 
from earlier that afternoon: “i know your 
bod ies are ready—it’s all in your mind now.” 
She was preparing us for the final climb that 
will begin four hours from now at 11 p.m.,  
so that we reach the summit by dawn. She’s 
told us often that her groups have had 100 
per cent success at summiting Kilimanjaro, 
so we should not be the exception. an aus-
tralian, she first visited africa on a holiday 
as a 21-year-old, fell in love with the region 
and extended her stay a few weeks at a time  
before immigrating to the continent.  

Failing to lull myself to sleep, i finally de-
cide to step out of the tent. Mawenzi’s spiky 
head is rising against a deep blue night sky. 
local legend treats Kibo as the kind, younger 
volcano who helped Mawenzi by sending 
him fire from time to time. But one day when 
Mawenzi tried stealing the flame from Kibo’s 
hearth, Kibo whacked his head, making  
him dormant and giving him a jagged crown. 
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i return to my tent and wriggle back into my 
sleeping bag.

“it’s time!” someone yells. i wonder if i’ve 
slept at all. With four layers of clothing re-
stricting my movements, i feel like an astro-
naut. We stand in single file, ready to make 
the final climb to the summit. in the light of 
my headlamp, i see Divya Bhalla smiling ex-
citedly. We have trekked together in the past 
and she has helped me through my climbing 
struggles, caused by long-term hypertension. 
Several months ago, she had suggested that 
our trekking trio—amit chandna being the 
other member—climb Kilimanjaro, one of 
the world’s tallest mountains that’s accessi-
ble without specialised equipment.

“Don’t look up,” Divya advises. But i do, 
and i see a long, arduous trail. it seems  
unreal to think that we will go all the way to 
the summit in the next seven or eight hours. 
Beyond the peak, i see the moon, closer and 
brighter than i ever thought possible. i feel 
like i’m being watched.

“remember to stay in line. We will break 
for only five minutes every hour until we 
reach Gilman’s point.” Sarah says. Gilman’s 
point (18,652 ft) is the first of the three-part 
summit. Stella point follows and then finally 
there’s Uhuru.

the climb abruptly stops 10 minutes after 
we start. a quick message passes through 
our ranks: Susie has fainted. We wait.  
Susie hunt had mentioned heart palpita-
tions during the hike to Kibo. Several tense 
minutes later, she is up on her feet again 
with Sarah’s support.

in hemingway’s story, harry develops 
gangrene that spreads from his leg—the 
slow rotting reflects what harry the writer 
is thinking. he frets about all the things 
he had wanted to write about and didn’t. i 
wonder how much of harry was actually  
hemingway himself: the american writer 
often ruminated about death and finally 
committed suicide.

i suddenly hear amit calling, employ-
ing a nickname only he uses for me. “Chalo 
Gody, go, go!” he urges. i’m surprised when 
i realise that i have fallen asleep standing.  
i squeeze my eyes shut and open them sev-
eral times and ask amit to watch out for me.

after a long, zombie climb in the moon-
light, i learn that we are at the halfway point. 

this is hans Meyer cave (16,896 ft), named 
after the first european to summit Mount 
Kilimanjaro. the cave is covered with ici-
cles that shine in the glow of our headlamps.  
i try to recall geography lessons about the 
formation of stalactites and stalagmites but 
am too exhausted. 

omari hoza, our principal local guide who 
has been leading the group at a measured 
pace tonight, and his assistants break into a 
boisterous mountain song. i join them, clap-
ping my hands and swaying my hips as i see 
them do and feel a gush of energy. 

the trail to Gilman’s point is rocky and 
precarious. i sometimes have to use both 
hands to pull myself up. Five hours later, 
we reach Gilman’s, where it’s windy and the 
temperature is several degrees below freez-
ing. the cold defies the fact that we are 
just 350 km from the equator; i wiggle my  
fingers and toes to keep the blood flowing.

in the darkness, i see Mount Mawenzi’s 
sharp, white edges in the distance. it feels 
strange to see the mountain from above  
after seeing it from lower altitudes through-
out our trek. as we resume our climb, i’m 
astounded to find the moon at eye-level: 
there’s a gentle hue around it, suggesting 
that it will soon disappear. 

We are trekking on the outermost rim  
of the three concentric craters that rise  
towards Uhuru peak. it’s so cold i catch  
myself involuntarily clenching my teeth and 
blowing through them to keep warm. the 
cold wind numbs all sensation and i bare-
ly notice myself climbing. i feel as if i am  
on another planet.

We walk silently to Stella point (18,885 
ft), the second of Kilimanjaro’s three peaks. 
We don’t stop. the sun has now risen but 
the moon hasn’t set. everything around us 
seems to be washed in a shade of white. even 
though there are people around, i feel alone. 
all thoughts fade away and i’m walking and 
breathing with a heightened sense of con-
sciousness. i experience a sense of wonder at 
having glimpsed into infinity—and then that 
feeling goes away too. all i feel is a sense of 
emptiness that’s fulfilling and complete.

i’m finally at Uhuru, which means “free-
dom” in Swahili, the last point on the Kibo 
crater. the area around the sign that says 
“You are now at Uhuru peak” is bustling with 

While climbing Mt. Kilimanjaro, 
trekkers encounter five distinct eco-
logical zones. Just before the summit 
is the alpine desert (top), a harsh ter-
rain where vegetation is scant and 
the temperature plummets to below 
freezing at night; On a clear night, 
the sky is bright with stars (right) 
and it’s even possible to see across 
the border into Kenya; The Maasai 
(left), who graze their cattle on the 
foothills of Mt. Kilimanjaro, know 
it as the “White Mountain”. Their 
name for Kibo peak is the “House 
of God”. 
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the energy of a tourist destination. i can see 
a range of emotions around me: joy, accom-
plishment, exhaustion, love, irritation, sad-
ness, contemplation, and bliss. i’m pleased 
to see Susie here. i look around and find 
that everyone has made it to the top. Soon 
we catch the excitement in the air and take a 
flurry of pictures.

i’m again reminded of an image from the 
beginning of hemingway’s story, when he 
describes the mountain as the Masai “ngaje 
ngai” or “house of God”. he speaks of a fro-
zen carcass of a leopard lying nearby. perhaps, 
it was trying to summit Kilimanjaro too. 

as we descend, i begin to realise that go-
ing downhill can be riskier than coming up. 
it starts to snow and visibility drops. the 
group slowly splits up as each person walks 
at their own pace. loose rocks roll downhill 
every now and then, narrowly missing some 
of us. after an hour of hopeless scurrying, 
i’m short of breath and decide to sit down. 

Divya and amit catch up and insist on 
waiting with me until i recover, but even af-
ter a few minutes i don’t feel much better. 
after much deliberation, they finally con-
vince me to walk with Jackson, one of the 
assistant guides. he interlocks his arm in 
mine and we run down the scree. it’s insane, 
but he insists that the sooner we descend, 
the better i will feel. i’m confused about my 

condition. is it the altitude? is it related to 
a medical condition? What do i do? Jack-
son interrupts my thoughts. “Down, down, 
down, down,” he insists. 

half an hour of perilous running later, 
we reach a big rock called William’s point 
(16,404 ft). Jackson says we’ll get to Kibo 
in 45 minutes. Magically, my body begins to 
recover. the discomfort in my chest recedes 
and i breathe normally. 

More comfortable now, i start talking to 
Jackson for the first time since we started 
descending. When i ask him something he 
says, “Don’t you recognise me, brother?” i 
look closely at his covered face. i’m embar-
rassed—he has served us breakfast and din-
ner every day of the trek. he tells me that he 
has no family and is studying to become a 
guide. Finally, hugging him with gratitude, i 
walk ahead to Kibo.

Back at camp, we take a short break  
before continuing on a four-hour descent 
to horombo huts (12,200 ft). With our 
minds clearly winning over our fatigued  
bodies, we begin our way through a land-
scape that slowly starts showing signs of  
life, and thankfully, has more oxygen. We 
reach our final campsite 35 hours after we 
first started walking towards Kibo the previ-
ous morning. 

the next day, we descend further, through 

the Marangu route, passing scrubby pastures 
and tropical forestland that stand in contrast 
to the barren path of the previous days. the 
sun and rain have created lush green sur-
roundings and i take several quiet breaks to 
look at giant groundsel (Dendrosenecio kili-
manjari), that grow here in abundance. 

as my journey is coming to a close,  
i think about the end of “Snows...”, when a 
hyena makes strange, hum an- like sounds, 
signalling harry’s death. throughout the 
narrative, it seems as though all that harry 
wants to do is let go of the hyena within and  
become the leopard near the house of God, 
attempting to scale Kilimanjaro. 

at the Marangu Gate (6,100 ft) the trail 
finally ends. i pass several trekkers in sneak-
ers who will walk for a few hours and return 
after glimpsing Kilimanjaro from a distance. 
i feel the urge to tell them to go all the way 
to the top of the mountain, but i refrain. 
they must have decided the ends of their 
journeys, before setting out. Besides, i’m not 
even sure why I want to climb mountains. all 
i know is that with every climb, something 
in me is changed forever. it’s less about what  
i am able to accomplish and more about 
what i am able to let go of. n

Praveen Suthrum is a writer, artist, and 
entrepreneur who lives in Mumbai.

The Mawenzi Tarn campsite (left) is located in a sheltered hollow by a  
small mountain pool or tarn. With the day’s walking done early, Praveen  
and his companions get time to relax; Group member Susie Hunt poses  
with local guide Omari Hoza (right).

As we resume our climb, I’m astounded to see the moon at eye-level—
there’s a gentle hue around it, suggesting that it will soon disappear 

The GUIDe

OrIenTaTIOn
mt. kilimanjaro (5,895 m) is located in 
tanzania in east Africa, close to the towns 
of Arusha and moshi in the northern part of 
the country. it is 640 km northwest of the 
capital dar es salaam. 

GeTTInG There
mt. kilimanjaro has its own airport. it  
is possible to fly there from india with a halt 
at a middle eastern hub like doha, or a well-
connected location in Africa, like nairobi or 
Addis Ababa. Another option is to fly to dar 
es salaam, from where buses to Arusha are 
easily available (644 km/8.5 hours; tickets 
`1,200). the bus journey is arduous but 
savings are substantial.

VISa
indian citizens need a visa to travel to tanza-
nia. the application form can be downloaded 
from the website of the high commission 
in new delhi and must be submitted three 
weeks before travel (visa fee `2,700 to be 
submitted via demand draft; forms and list 
of documents required available at www.
tanzrepdelhi.com/visa.html). A yellow fever 
vaccine is compulsory for travel to tanzania. 

SeaSOnS
As kilimanjaro is close to the equator it 
does not experience summer and winter, 
only dry and wet seasons with an aver-
age temperature of 27-31°c. kilimanjaro 
national park is open year-round, though 
the weather in january, February, and 
september is considered ideal for climbing, 
followed by july and August. it is hardest to 
climb during the rainy months of April and 
may when visibility is poor, though there 
are fewer people. While climbing mt. kili-
manjaro, the temperature drops rapidly and 
night temperatures at uhuru peak range 
between -18 and -25°c. Weather conditions 
can change abruptly during the climb.

ClImbInG mT. KIlImanjarO
there are seven routes that lead up mt. 
kilimanjaro: marangu, machame, lemo-
sho, rongai, umbwe, northern circuit, and 
shira plateau. marangu is the most popular 
route and considered the easiest. it is the 
only route that has huts and requires pre-
booking. machame is considered the most 
beautiful route. A useful website with infor-
mation about the various routes is www.
kilimanjaroroutes.com. the writer ascended 

kilimanjaro via the gentler rongai route 
and descended on the marangu route.  

bOOKInG The TreK
A licensed guide must accompany climb-
ers. For those unfamiliar with the logistics, 
it is simplest to travel with a tour operator. 
the eight-day trip costs $2,172/`1,33,500 
(includes Kilimanjaro National Park fee of 
US$850/`52,300; does not include flights). 
the writer travelled with White magic Adven-
ture travel, which operates both in india and 
through a partner in tanzania. there are sev-
eral well-known tanzanian tour operators that 
organise the climb. some of them are: chagga 
tours, marangu hotel, and zara tours. 

PreParaTIOn
it is important to begin training at least 
three months before the trek. the training 
should include building joint and muscle 
flexibility, cardiovascular capacity, muscular 
strength, and endurance. this helps climbers 
acclimatise better at higher altitude. though 
the overall trek is classified as easy, the final 
ascent is strenuous and Acute mountain 
sickness (Ams) can strike anyone above  
the altitude of 3,000 m.

The forests and savannah 
surrounding Mt. Kilimanjaro, 
which stretch across the border 
into Kenya, have large herds of 

elephants and other animals.

Tanzania


