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IF WE NEVER VENTURE INTO THE UNKNOWN 
HOW DO WE GET ANYWHERE NEW? 

Reflections On A Journey Up Kilimanjaro 

By James Beardall 
 
It was 11pm, pitch dark; a voice was saying, “James, Martin, time to go up the mountain.”  This was the final 
ascent, from Barafu Camp, at 15000 feet, to the summit at over 19000 feet.  I stirred, feeling a little scared 
and insecure at the unknown, not knowing how I would cope with climbing ever higher into the thinning air 
for the next 7 hours to Uhuru Summit.  This was the culmination of the great adventure we had looked 
forward to for so many years – and we really did want to complete the job.  We had slept fully dressed and 
simply slid out of our sleeping bags, donned our boots and crept into the mess tent for tea and biscuits, 
together with our team companions, Dave and Ron from the USA and Tanya, a New Zealander.   
 
We set off across the rocky terrain, with our path illuminated by the full moon.  We could see the snow 
covered summit high above us, together with Mawenzii Peak to the east and Mount Meru far to the west, 
both snow covered because of their great altitude.  We turned off our head torches and could see the lights 
of Moshe below us in the distance and the great Tanzanian plain beyond.  There was a long line of people 
ahead of us, going very slowly up the mountain.  We went slowly – two short steps, breathe deeply in/out--
------and so on.  Gradually, we overhauled the people ahead of us, as they stopped to draw breath and we 
simply plodded on in a regular rhythm of stepping and breathing.  Some people were clearly suffering and a 
number of folk had to descend with mountain sickness.  The expected headache and nausea did not 
materialise (praise God) and so eventually we reached the crater rim of the volcano, Stella Point, just as the 
tropical sun was rising over Mawenzi Peak---------wow!  The temperature was minus 15 centigrade.  By this 
time we were up in the snow and indeed, the whole crater to my right, extending for miles, was deep in 
snow; truly spectacular!  To my left were the renowned Kilimanjaro glaciers, hundreds of feet deep, with 
stunning vertical edges, unlike any glaciers I had ever seen.  We proceeded along the snow covered crater 
rim for about 40 minutes, with stunning views in every direction, to Uhuru Summit.  The ‘greyhounds’ who 
had preceded us (not many!) were coming down, shivering with the cold.  Ironically, I was as warm as toast 
in my down jacket, so was able to savour the whole kaleidoscope of surreal beauty sitting astride the top of 
Africa in relative comfort!   
 
All too soon, it was time to descend, which we did at great speed in scorching sunlight.  We reached camp a 
few hours later and 'crashed out' for several hours before having a hearty three course lunch.  Over the next 
24 hours we descended to Mweka Gate at 5000 feet, having gone from polar to tropical weather in that 
incredibly short time period!  The last 5000 feet from 10000 feet, through the equatorial forest and 
associated high temperatures, was the hardest part of the whole journey for me.   
 
We spent the next two days relaxing at our hotel in the beautiful tropical gardens and swimming pool--------
----almost heaven!  Then it was time to board our KLM flight from Kilimanjaro Airport and head for home – 
exhausted but triumphant. 



In March 2012 James Beardall climbed Mount Kilimanjaro to raise money for Africa 
Street Youth Ministries. This is his first report since returning to the UK. Pictures will 
follow soon!  
 
For more information visit www.asym.org or join us on Facebook 
www.facebook.com/africasym 
 

 
The prelude to all this was a five day trek from Machame Gate, at the beginning of the Machame route.  
This route is the most beautiful of the various routes to the summit and corkscrews around the mountain 
from west to east for 100 kilometres, with two days climbing high and sleeping low, to aid acclimatisation.  
It is a longer, more strenuous route than the alternatives but carries a higher success rate and indeed all our 
party managed to summit.  The ascent is dramatic and takes you through five climatic zones, from 
equatorial jungle to alpine polar, where nothing grows because of the intense cold.  The higher reaches of 
the mountain are in effect desert, with less than 10 inches of rain annually, so the solar radiation is 
unremitting and very intense.  The lower reaches are very wet and often the slopes are cloud covered from 
daily convection cloud.  Hence, the areas surrounding Kilimanjaro are well watered and agriculturally 
productive, benefiting from the close proximity of the Indian Ocean.  Indeed, on our first night at 10000 
feet, we had a stupendous thunderstorm and heavy rain, which dumped snow down to 14000 feet in 
places.  The subsequent weather was very good and at no point did we get wet. 
 
We should perhaps mention that this was not an independent expedition, as we employed Adventure 
Alternative, a British company, to organise our trip.  This involved four guides, a cook and thirty porters, to 
get everything up the mountain. They were brilliant and we developed good relations with them. We slept 
under canvas and had three big meals a day, with a very nutritious diet and lots of fresh fruit and veg, meat, 
fish and eggs; and of course lots of tea and Milo energy drink.  Martin and I ate like horses and slept for 
England at every opportunity; this is vital for acclimatisation and it proved to be most enjoyable, not to say 
relaxing.  I learnt that highly driven, focussed and motivated Martin had a prodigious ability to both 
endlessly relax - and to sleep!!  I have known him for many years, but did not realise that he could 
outperform me in the relaxation department!  (This must be his secret weapon!!).  Needless to say, we did 
not manage to stay awake long enough to do much reading on the mountain!!! 
 
This climb was a major challenge, psychologically, physically, emotionally and mentally.  We were certainly 
stretched, (but not to breaking point).  We always had energy in reserve, as we were mountain fit and well 
prepared, having taken Ginkgo and Ginseng supplement to acclimatise before and during the trip.  You have 
to be determined and focussed and for many, climbing this peak represents the culmination of a long 
delayed and eagerly awaited life goal, as it was for us.  Sadly, for some there was disappointment, as they 
were forced back by mountain sickness. We were conscious of and thankful for the prayer cover back home 
and for the hand of God upon us.  This was also a time of prayer and spiritual renewal and refreshment, 
amidst the rigours of mountain life. 
 
The staff were great and the organisation superb, so hats off to Adventure Alternative, our trip organisers.  
The guides and porters gave us a great musical send off at the Mweka Gate, which was a brilliant finale to 
our mountain adventure.  It was good to be back 'in the valley', which was warm, green and lush, after the 
harsh, extreme and desolate environment of the mountain.  The spiritual parallel is that it is good to have 
mountain top experiences, but we need to dwell in the lower reaches where we live out our lives and bear 
our Christian witness to a hurting world. 
 
By James Beardall, 22nd March 2012  
 


