Taking a peek at a peak
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Ascending Mount Kilimanjaro takes climbers through an African rain forest up to an arctic zone.
Kilimanjaro climb worth it
By Britta Zecher
GLOBE CORRESPONDENT
I

t was approximately 3:30 a.m., and my guide, Naftaly, was offering his congratula​tions after I had reached the Hans Meyer Cave at ap​proximately 18,000 feet. I could feel the tears welling up. My head felt as though it had a vice on it. Roughly 1,500 feet from the top of Mount Kilimanjaro, I was afraid that the pain would prevent me from reaching the summit I so dearly wanted to see, feel, and ex​perience. At Naftaly's insistence, I removed my bandana for a mo​ment to feel some relief in the Af​rican night's arctic air.
As we continued our walk, I al​lowed a few tears to fall. I was ex​periencing my own humanity. I had watched the only other wom​an I greeted during my entire journey up the northeast side be​ing walked back down the moun​tain with a guide's assistance. I had seen individuals alongside the trail taking breaks far too lengthy. In my heart, I could hear my guide's encouraging words that stressed the importance of enjoy​ing each and every step of the journey instead of focusing only on the summit.
Once I allowed myself to ex​perience and to silently express my emotion during that doubtful moment, I not only physically felt better, but mentally I was com​pletely prepared for whatever came next. It was during this on​going dialogue in my head that another two hours had passed, and we had suddenly reached the edge of the crater's rim — Gilman's Point. Our team continued the journey toward the summit along the crater's edge. It was from this vantage point that I watched the glorious sunrise over the arctic glaciers Ernest Hemingway so famously wrote about. We moved with caution to avoid any careless,

and potentially fatal falls into the crater's hole. At 7:30 a.m., we had reached the summit at 19,340 feet. I danced across the moun​tain's surface, elated by my accom​plishment. I had never felt any​thing quite like this. I was not only awed by the majesty of Kilimanja​ro, the highest free-standing mountain in the world, but I, too, had conquered doubt four hours earlier in order to climb its sides. I embraced the incredible beauty surrounding me, and was im​mensely grateful to reach the summit safely and to experience Kilimanjaro one step at a time from rain forest to arctic zone. Six days earlier, I had arrived in Africa alone and, as a white fe​male, this was both thrilling and a big frightening. I had no idea how this adventure would unfold, and yet there was an uncanny freedom in not being in control of what might happen next. The next day

began rather early, on little sleep and after a nine-hour time change. Although I continued to sleep, at most, three to four hours a night (my body's way of dealing with altitude) and ate very little, the adrenaline high kept me go​ing. I decided to experience Kili​manjaro by taking its peaceful, less-traveled route and using only guides and porters. By traveling alone, I would avoid absorbing someone else's perception. Still, it was fun to meet two all-male teams, one from Sweden, the oth​er from Germany, and share in their experience from afar.
It was awe-inspiring to trek in our shorts from lush green fields of corn and coffee, carefully avoid​ing elephant dung, through the stark lava rock zone, only to end up literally above the clouds on Day 4, where we had the good for​tune of finding a tin hut at 16,500 feet dressed in full mountain gear.

It was with excitement and trepidation that we tried to sleep before beginning our ascent at midnight on Day 5 with head​lamps on and water bottles close to our body to keep them from freezing. When my water froze in​stantly at 17,000 feet a few hours later, I was grateful for our stash of hard candies.
The journey to Kilimanjaro really began with the preparation — finding the time to train, get​ting the inoculations, saving mon​ey to make it happen, and hiring the guide. I needed to assure my​self of my daughter's emotional and physical comfort while I was away, as well as make arrange​ments for my business clientele.
It was, however, the journey in my heart that kept me committed to my goal and allowed me to fol​low through with the trip.
Although people comment on how extraordinary this adventure must have been for me, I don't believe it was extraordinary in the    same way they expect.
Anyone has the ability and capacity to trek up this mountain's   side, but it takes commitment, ac​tion and, most of all, passion to achieve what you desire.
Kilimanjaro was not just a
journey through its uniquely
physical regions from the rain for​est, through the moon-like land​scape, to above the clouds; it is a journey into your soul. Unlike how I live my American way of life here in Massachusetts, I allowed myself to go "poli, poli" (slowly, slowly) up the base of Mount Kilimanjaro and receive the gifts that the mountain had to offer.

At the trip's end, I began a new adventure with a new guide on a  safari in Tanzania. That, too, was how I’ve come to fall in love with East Africa. Although my goal is  to experience the mountains and cultures on each continent of our world, my heart cant wait to re​turn to the vast, magnificent beau​ty of Africa and its people. As with any journey, it was both life-enhancing and life-changing.
