
Montreal Trudeau Airport - En Route to Africa - Feb 2, 2012
 
Hi All, 
 
Note: Some Facebook friends had a head start on this. Not all my friends and family are on FB, so I am also 
emailing these reports to many people. Some of you will get both. Sorry about that, but I'm doing all this on my 
little iPhone with only sporadic internet access and I'm picky about typos. Please feel free to comment, email 
back, "like" or whatever. I look forward to reading your replies on my trip, but may or may not have time or a 
chance to get back to you, individually. 
 
OK folks. Ça commence. Africa beckons and I'm sitting on an MD-11 waiting to take off.  Doesn't KLM have 
any single engine Beavers or Otters that fly across the ocean?  Much more my style.  Now I'm trying to keep 
everyone's advice straight.  Let's see....  Buy a donkey.  Drink a Stoney Ginger beer.  Something like that. 
 
The taxi driver to the airport, Ismail, was from Djibouti, which is a minuscule country just on the north side of 
Kenya.  We had a great conversation on the drive.  Delightfully cool guy. 
 
More soon.  Take care, 
 
Howard 
 
 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
 
 
En Route to Africa - Feb 3, 2012 
 
The Flight - Part 1 
 
These long gruelling flights to the other side of the world are the worst parts of all this.  Stuck between two 
people on the plane.  At least I'm on the small side and agile.  That helps. Wilhelmina, my travelling partner for 
the lowland sections of this trip is on the aisle side, so at least we can talk... between watching episodes of the 
Simpsons, Man vs Wild and Big Bang Theory.  Good stuff. 
 
It's only half past midnight on my body clock, but the sun and this jet are racing towards each other, so it's 
really 5:30am, at this point. 
 
Can't remember ever flying KLM before, but they throw more food at you than most other airlines.  Will have 
to get more sleep soon, but not tired.  Not yet. 
 
What am I doing here, you might ask?  In no particular order:  I will be climbing the highest peak in Africa.  
Wil & I will be personally delivering eyeglasses and medicine from Canada to some doctors we know there that 
work with kids with HIV/AIDS. 
 
We'll be visiting an orphanage in the village of Hedaru and, perhaps most importantly, we will try to find out 
what it will take to get a well dug there as they currently have no access to potable water, nor any means to 
purify what little sludgy water there is. 
 



And that's just Tanzania.  South Africa will be more of a tourist time for me, but a visit home for Wil who was 
born and grew up there. 
 
You meet the most interesting people when you travel.  That is, if you are outgoing enough to talk to strangers, 
which, apparently, I am. 
 
Let's see... there's the couple from San Diego going to the same countries as me who, small world, are good 
friends with one of my Montreal clients. 
 
Another couple from Boston.  Robin was actually born in Montreal, but grew up in the U.S.  He's an expert in 
aquifers and water wells, so he gave me a lot of good advice for our water project. 
 
Then there's Betty, the wife of the Tanzanian ambassador to Canada, just going home for a family visit.  And 
Ismail, the taxi driver from Djibouti in Montreal. He said he will move back to his home country in a few years.  
Seems he doesn't like Harper's extreme makeover of Canada. 
 
Sitting on the other side of me on the plane is Hacene (pronounced Hassein) from Algeria but very comfortably 
living and settled down in St John's, Newfoundland.  Oil rig worker.  Really loves living there.  Certainly more 
than, say, Uliana did.  We had the best conversations with Hacene, really nice guy with a great view of many 
things political. 
 
Hasta la proxima, 
 
Howard 
 
 
 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
 
 
Hi All, 
 
Africa Trip - Feb 3, 2012 
 
STUCK IN AMSTERDAM 
or THE FLIGHT FROM HECK 
 
On our 1st of two flights, the MD-11 aircraft was named the "Marie Curie".  Look it up if that name is not 
familiar.  At Schiphol Airport (Amstetdam), with a couple of hours overlap to transfer to our 2nd plane, we 
settled into another MD-11, the "Audrey Hepburn". Again, look that up, if necessary. 
 
All seemed fine until there was an announcement that the rear mounted third engine would not start. After 
almost two hours cooling our heels on the plane while they tried to fix it, they told us to get off the plane.  
Audrey Hepburn was not going anywhere today.  No idea what Plan B was, or even if there was any. 
 
After another hour or so, they came up with another plane for us.  I look out the terminal window as it gets 
towed to our departure gate.  Yup, it's the Marie Curie, our 1st plane.  We should never have gotten off. 
 



Did I mention that it had started to snow and accumulate?  So now, a few hours late, we are all settled in and 
ready to take off, again. 
 
Oops!  They just closed the whole airport due to snow.  Where are we, Toronto?  Doesn't look to me like there's 
all that much snow out there, but this is the first white stuff to fall this winter in Holland. 
 
As I write this on the plane at 3:15pm local time, already 5 hours late, they have managed to open one runway.  
With everything backed up, it might still be awhile until we get to the front of the long line of aircraft waiting to 
take off. 
 
Finally, 2 hours after sitting on this plane going absolutely nowhere, after several de-icings, we finally take 
off at 4:44pm, almost 7 hours behind schedule. 
 
So, we are in the air, all seems fine, and we should be landing in Arusha/Kilimanjaro, Tanzania, around 2:30am, 
28 hours after leaving my front door.  In fact, that will not happen.  Not on this plane, anyway. 
 
WARNING!!! Cliffhanger Ending Alert!  Sorry, I'm out of internet. 
 
 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
 
 
HI All, 
 
I did not drop off the face of the earth.  However, where I have been, I have seen more unicorns than working 
internet connections. This is my first successful connection in over a week, so what I am sending you is that old. 
 
 
Africa - Feb 4, 2012 
 
When last I wrote, we were in the air, heading for a landing in Arusha/Kilimanjaro, Tanzania, around 2:30am, 
Saturday morning. 
 
NEWS FLASH: 2:00am as we we are flying over Ethiopia and Kenya. 
 
The pilot just announced that, for reasons no one seems to fully understand, we cannot land in Arusha.  WTF!!!  
Have we  been hijacked?  Seems we are going to Dar es Salaam instead, and landing at roughly 3:00am.  From 
there we will have to get a flight, God knows when or how, to Arusha (Kilimanjaro). 
 
At this point it has been two full nights sleeping in airline seats and lounges.  The airline staff have already been 
on duty, for this flight alone, for 16 or 17 hours.  The passengers are not happy at yet another long delay.  
Nobody is pleased.  Let's see what, if anything, KLM offers us.  Stay tuned. 
 
Landed at 3:02am local time.  300 tired & dehydrated passengers stuffed into a small un-air-conditioned 
terminal at 3:30am.  There is one little snack bar but it is closed and no one has any water.  Everyone is getting 
restless and cranky.  I am seriously considering trying to break into a locked glass refrigerator to grab one of 
those tantalisingly close cold bottles of water.  No information is forthcoming and there are no employees from 
anywhere. 



 
Finally, an hour later, someone comes on the PA and announces there are two smaller planes to take all of us to 
the Kili airport at Arusha, near Moshi, where we'll be staying.  They start reading out names of who gets to go 
first.  It is soooo slow.  Takes almost an hour to read out the first 85 names and get us on an old run down B-
737.  Precision Airlines from Tanzania.  I hope there is no sarcasm in that name.  Welcome to Africa, someone 
tells me. 
 
Polé, Polé!  That's Swahili for the standard operating walking speed (slow, slow) if you want to make it up any 
mountain in the 6000 meter (20,000 ft) range.  It would seem that Polé Polé might be the official work slogan 
for some parts of some countries in Africa.  Everyone is very nice, friendly and helpful, but nothing happens 
very quickly out here.  While waiting, some of us are talking class action suit against KLM. 
 
Plane takes off at 5:00am.  Touches down at Kili/Arusha at 5:48am, exactly 9 hours late.  Sure hope my luggage 
is on this plane. 
 
Another hour finding luggage and going through customs.  At last, we step outside into some refreshingly cool 
air and an African sunrise. 
 
I Iocked my front door behind me in Montreal 3:00pm, Thursday afternoon.  It is now 7:00am, Saturday 
morning in Tanzania.  It has taken 36 real time hours to get here.  If you only want to count from when the 1st 
plane takes off until the last plane lands, it is still 32 hours.  It took my friend Steve, leaving my house the same 
day, only 27.5 hours to fly to China, which is somewhat further. 
 
But we are all safe and sound and, miraculously, Arnold, a driver from the Keys Hotel, is waiting there to pick 
us up.  45 minutes and we are at the hotel.  Breakfast, a shower and fresh clothes await us. 
 
So will some stinking hot weather under a clear, blazing equatorial sun. 
 
 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
 
 
Keys Hotel - Moshi, Tanzania - Feb 4, 2012 (CONTINUED) 
 
We are at the Keys Hotel in Moshi, barely two hours after finally landing.  Everyone is so warm, friendly and 
welcoming that the previous 36 hours of Sturm und Drang are already rapidly transitioning from the "Flight 
from Heck" to being just a good travel yarn. 
 
Breakfast is good and we are so tired, but I realise that going to sleep at 8:00am is not the smartest tactic for 
someone trying to de-jet lag and hit serious altitude in a few days. 
 
Walk in town, visit some artists huts, try to re-hydrate my body, afternoon nap and all starts to feel pretty 
decent. 
 
My climbing will start in a couple of days and I am currently feeling very good, so don't want to get too 
adventurous with food or drink beforehand. 
 



Excellent Indonesian style supper at the hotel resto.  Only a few people in the whole place.  Somewhere in 
conversation, the name South Africa is mentioned.  In a move that sounds suspiciously like my own modus 
operandi, Tanya, a university prof from Johannesburg, suddenly appears out of nowhere and asks what we are 
talking about. 
 
I will spare you all the transcripts, but we have the most delightful conversation over the next few hours.  Tanya 
is very interested in our water project, but I just might be more interested in what she came here to do. 
 
She is working on an academic case study of how the Kilimanjaro climbing porters are treated.  How they are 
paid, what, if any, benefits they have, what happens if they get sick or injured, where they are in the pecking 
order of workers.  Stuff like that. 
 
There are exceptions, of course, but anyone with an ounce of compassion who has been on Kili knows their lot 
is generally a challenging, under equipped and very low paid one.  Hopefully, Tanya's study will illustrate this 
in a way that might make more people take notice and improve conditions. 
 
By now, there are a number of well known and successful initiatives in the Nepal region to help the Sherpas and 
other local people who's livelihood depends on climbing and tourism.  None that I know of, yet, in Tanzania or 
Kenya. 
 
First night sleeping in Africa.  Must share space with malaria laden mosquitos, little lizards dropping in 
unexpectedly and hot sultry weather. 
 
 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
 
 
Moshi, Tanzania - Feb 5, 2012 
 
First night horizontal and in a bed since last Wednesday.  Slept very well but not very long.  My body clock is 
still in another time zone. 
 
Lots of various animal sounds out there, but no lizards in my "hut", none that I was aware of.   I was actually 
looking forward to that. 
 
With respect to previous experience, I once spent a night in the Bradley Pond lean-to, in the Adirondacks, with 
dozens of field mice scurrying over me all night.  That was just part of the wonderful experience of climbing 
Couchsachraga.  But, alas, I digress.  Only mentioned this to point out that lizards would be no big deal.  By the 
way, more on my "hut" later. 
 
My climb beckons. Gotta get my gear together and check out all the logistics.  This will be my third foray into 
the 6000 metre (20,000 ft) zone in the last three years.  And likely the easiest, although not necessarily easy. 
 
Unlike the others, this climb, more a hike really, presents nothing technical, no glaciers, no crevasses, nothing 
vertical.  That means I don't have to schlep plastic boots, crampons, ice axes, ropes, harnesses, etc.  And by 
local regulations, I'm not even allowed to carry my own tent, sleeping gear or do any cooking.  This almost 
sounds like a vacation. 
 



There is, however, still the altitude to deal with.  The 800 lb gorilla on your back, as they say.  As usual, and 
contrary to the large majority of people that climb at altitude, especially westerners, I will be proudly 100% 
drug free.  No Diamox in my kit.  Not that there's anything wrong with taking it, but that's not my style.  And I 
fully expect to experience no AMS symptoms.  I think a positive attitude has a lot to do with that.  But it will be 
tough. 
 
There is one technical route, incidentally, by way of the Arrow Glacier.  I checked into it as it seemed like it 
might be a good way to turn this into more of a climb.  Unfortunately, global warming has not left Kilimanjaro 
untouched. 
 
We've all heard that the legendary snows are disappearing.  The glaciers are also shrinking and what's left is 
softening up to the point where rockfall hazards are sometimes quite high.  There have been some accidents 
recently from falling rock there.  Would have been much better 20 or 30 years ago.  So, no Arrow Glacier for 
me, for the time being. 
 
Take care, 
 
Howard 
 
 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
 
 
The Climb 
 
Who would have thunk?!!!  Been here over a week, desperately seeking internet connections all over the place 
and it turns out that the most reliably connected area in this country is on the slopes of the highest mountain in 
Africa. 
 
 
Kilimanjaro - Day 1 - Feb 6, 2012 
 
Machame Gate to Machame Hut 
 
1830 meters (6000 ft) to 3030 meters (9940 ft) 
Altitude gain = 1200 meters (3940 ft) 
5.5 km (3.4 miles) 
12:10pm - 3:50pm  (3 hr, 40 min) 
Listed as usually taking 5 - 7 hours 
 
At the gate there is paperwork and fees to pay.  As well, they weigh all the porters' packs.  There is a 20 kg (44 
lb) maximum load limit for them, part of an effort to make sure they are treated fairly.  And their packs are 
weighed again at the first and a few other camps, to compare. 
 
Walked through some fairly dry rain forest.  Seemed like what you might expect, but not many animals, not that 
we were aware of, anyway.  One nice thing was that the abundant foliage kept the hot blazing sun from beating 
directly on us. 
 



The trail itself is quite tame, almost like a wilderness sidewalk, although it definitely climbs.  As we get closer 
to our first camp it starts to resemble a regular hiking trail a bit more. 
 
We were moving fairly fast for this uphill and altitude, passing a lot of hikers and porters.  Am trying to be very 
careful not to fall prey to the fit young man mistake. 
 
One of the largest demographics of those that fail to make the summit are fit young men, because they often 
move too fast, because they can or think they should.  Well, that might work at the lower altitudes of the first 
couple of days, but higher up it is easy to burn yourself out very quickly and not be able to recover in time to 
get the needed strength back to continue to the top. 
 
I may or may not be pretty fit, but the "young man" part of that might be a bit of a stretch for me. 
 
************ 
************ 
 
I am starting to feel a little uneasy with the way this thing is run.  The whole porter & client relationship.  On 
the one hand, as someone who has been dirtbagging it in the mountains for 20 years, I have my way of doing 
things in the great outdoors, and the locals have quite another.  I am well aware that I am visiting their country 
and should be respectful of their way of doing things.  Yet, to a certain degree, I should be comfortable to do 
some things my way. 
 
At the core of this is that some of us westerners like to get down and dirty in the outdoors and on mountains, 
ofttimes roughing it, but for your mainstream Tanzanian, and likely people from most developing countries, this 
a very foreign concept.  If day to day life in your town or village is pretty tough, as it is here for most, why 
would you want to do something with an even rougher lifestyle.  Besides, it can cost big money to equip 
yourself to hike if you come from a poor economy. 
 
Anyway, there will have to be compromises on all sides. Much, much more on this later. 
 
Fortunately, Thomas, my guide, while likely leaning to the local notion of things, is savvy enough to know the 
other side.  We have already had and will have more conversations about all this.  He's a great guy, and pretty 
smart for someone from here at only 24 years of age. 
 
Remember, most young people here have never left the country and may not for a very long time.  Or ever.  It 
has only been one day but we have already had some political discussions.  As my guide, he and I are basically 
spending all our hiking time together. 
 
By the way, despite the word "hut" in all these campsite names, that refers to the rangers' huts.  It is tents for us 
all the way. 
 
 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
 



Kilimanjaro - Day 2 - Feb 7, 2012 
 
Machame Hut to Shira Camp 
 
3030m (9940 ft) to 3850m (12,630 ft) 
Altitude gain = 820m (2690 ft) 
5.5 km (3.4 miles) 
8:40am - 12:30pm  (3 hrs, 50 minutes) 
Listed as usually taking 4 to 6 hours 
 
Same distance as yesterday with less elevation gain, but this was, without a doubt, noticeably tougher.  That's 
the altitude kicking in and it will continue to get tougher each day as we go higher. 
 
Yesterday, we boogied.  Today, not so much.  Yesterday, we were passing almost everyone, climbers, guides 
and porters.  I may be in better shape than some of them, which is why we were passing them.  Today, their 
better acclimatisation, from living here and doing this all the time, gave them the advantage.  They'll keep that 
advantage as my seven days up here won't nearly equal their time. 
 
Nevertheless, we did pretty well and were still faster than the average times.  This ain't no race, though.  Just 
have to go the distance. 
 
Lots of interesting flora along the trail today.  Some of it looks just like some of the vegetation high up in 
Ecuador, on the other side of the world, but also right near the equator. 
 
We climbed up to the Shira Plateau and Ridge at 3900 meters, and dropped down slightly to our camp at 3850.  
 
Shira Camp is, well, crowded.  Looks a lot like Everest Base Camp, except there are no satellite dishes here and 
no Khumbu  Ice Fall.  Or Starbucks.  Actually it looks more like some kind of "Occupy Tanzania" scene.  It's a 
little ragtag.  There are some fancy North Face and Mountain Hardware tents, but quite a few that look like they 
came from a dollar store. 
 
Must be 75 tents and at least 200 or 300 people.  Certainly sounds like that many people.  Noisy. 
 
Shira is a actually one of the several craters on this mountain, the smallest of them.  We look out on the Shira 
Plateau and get one of the most beautiful sunsets I have seen in a while.  Then there is the moon rising over one 
of our first good views of Kilimanjaro. 
 
Will try to get some photos out but am struggling with technology up here.  So far, the best internet access in 
the whole country has been on this mountain, believe it or not.  However, there's (obviously) no electricity, so I 
am being very careful to ration my limited battery power and make it last 7 days.  Doing all this with one small 
camera and an iPhone. 
 
Unlike virtually all of my North & South American hiking & climbing experiences, not many of the tourist 
clients say hello as you pass them here and on the trails.  I have tried and the response is often tepid, at best, 
although there have been some very pleasant exceptions.  I get much more enthusiastic responses with my 
attempts at "Jumbo!" to the locals.  That's the most common Swahili greeting here.  Even at the camps, the 
visiting climbers, from all over the world, usually keep to themselves. 
 
I contrast this with my Ecuador trip, three years ago.  It felt like a close knit community there in the huts and on 
the mountains, and I had great conversations with so many people, again from so many different countries. 
 



My guess is that the high Ecuador mountains attracted regular climbers and hikers, who generally feel part of 
that community and are friendly to others they meet in that environment.  Kilimanjaro, on the other hand, 
attracts many people who are not really part of that community, and they act more like city folks, who usually 
do not talk to strangers.  Anyway, that's my theory.  There certainly have been exceptions here, but you have to 
work hard to talk to strangers here. 
 
It's getting rather cold for the first time up here.  A little above freezing, but should get a few degrees below 
during the night. 
 
All right, this happens often enough even back home with people I hike with regularly, but a lot of the locals 
here kept asking me if I wasn't cold in shorts and a T-shirt.  Today was likely my last day wearing shorts.  We're 
going to be getting into some serious weather as we go higher. 
 
A lot of needed rest today.  Tomorrow we will top out at 4740 metres (15,220 feet).  Onward and upward. 
 
Snap quiz question:  What's with all the popcorn here?  That's no joke.  Fresh made popcorn seems to be a 
regular food up here. 
 
************ 
************ 
 
A little more on the porter & client relationship here.  We are starting to get to know each other a bit.  But I 
think they probably view me as a little weird, even compared to most of the clients they see.  Maybe they call 
me "Dances With Rocks" or the "Guy Who Doesn't Like Chairs". 
 
As mentioned earlier, they do all the cooking and schlepping of food.  There is a separate mess tent and there is 
exactly one chair and, apparently, it is supposed to be me who should use it.  Well, sorry, but no way.  I will not 
be the only one using a chair.  And, if I happen to be alone and eating when no one else is, I prefer to sit on 
some rock outside and watch the beautiful scenery than be in some tent.  I had to spend a long time explaining 
why I like doing that. 
 
So now, near the end of day two, we have made a major breakthrough.  Victor, the porter who has been serving 
food, was in the mess tent with me.  I was standing and he actually sat down on "The Chair" and had some tea.  
And he looked comfortable doing it.  I'll get a revolution going in this place before I'm done. 
 
Take care, 
 
Howard 
 
 
 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 



 
Kilimanjaro - Day 3- Feb 8, 2012 
 
Shira Camp to Barranco Camp 
 
From Shira Camp, we climbed to the Lava Tower (3.5 hrs), spent 45 minutes there, then descended to Barranco 
Camp (1.5 hrs) 
Total distance = 10k (6.2 miles) 
Climbed to 4640 metres (15,220 ft), then back down to 3985 metres (13,070 ft) 
 
Elevation gain = 790m (2590 ft) 
Then descended 655m (2150 ft) 
 
Getting into the thin stuff today, but must say it seemed to go much easier than the last time at these altitudes, 
three years ago.  Am probably in better shape now as I have been hiking up a storm lately with some good 
people (you know who you are). 
 
For those who have never been higher than 4000 metres, the only way to move up here is real slow, compared 
to the speed you might normally move at.  That is, when you are climbing.  On level ground, or descending, you 
can go pretty fast, but as soon as the incline heads up, it feels like someone just added 25 kg to your backpack. 
 
Of course, as we acclimatise, everything feels much more normal and you can move faster, but that takes time. 
 
So, up we went to the Lava Tower.  It is a most impressive hunk of rock.  Quite beautiful, jutting up right in the 
middle of nowhere.  On the way there and down the other side we spent most of the day in an alpine desert.  
Looked like a typical desert except that all the rocks are lava chunks.  And because it was so high, very little 
plant growth of any kind, at least above, say, 4300 meters. 
 
Felt a little like walking on the surface of the moon.  Thomas and I left earlier today than just about all the 
others, so for the first time up here, we are actually getting some solitude.  Was nice leaving the crowds behind 
for awhile.  Also nice to look out on the trail and scenery and not have it filled with other people. 
 
So, we will spend tonight at just about the same altitude as yesterday, although we went 800 meters higher and 
spent 45 minutes up there. 
 
Why gain all that altitude and then go back down, you might ask?  This is part of the time tested "climb high, 
sleep low" regimen. 
 
When you sleep, your metabolism (respiratory rate & circulation) slows down and because of that your body 
suffers more from the thinner air and much lower air pressure at altitude than when you are awake and moving.  
So we try to get a day of climbing higher to acclimatize, but then let the body recover by sleeping at a similar 
altitude to the night before. 
 
Of course, you ultimately have to climb and sleep higher, but this helps and is one reason why taking a longer 
route to the top can improve the chances of making it. 
 
Yesterday, unlike the first day, I seemed to be moving slower than most, and was wondering if I was going to 
have trouble at altitude.  Today, however, I seemed to get my mojo back and felt a lot stronger and faster.  
Again, this is not a race, but I don't want to feel that I am my limit doing this.  Anyway, today was a good day. 
 
************ 
************ 



 
Interesting flora to be seen.  My favourite are the Senecia trees.  Very hardy to be able to survive up here.  I was 
wondering why the ones near the trail always looked kind of dead while the ones further away were thriving 
much more.  Surrounding the trunks and acting as insulation is this cotton-like covering.  Because it is so 
interesting looking, people pick it off to see how it feels.  Comes off almost like cotton balls.  Unfortunately, 
much like peeling a birch bark tree can kill it, the same thing happens with the Senecias here, so the ones right 
beside the trails are often picked to death. 
 
The most common critters here have been ravens.  The thousands of people here and garbage that they leave is 
probably the main reason for their presence, or at least their great numbers.  They were even in abundance at the 
Lava Tower, over 15,000 feet up, well above tree line or any other living things and in the middle of an alpine 
desert. 
 
************ 
************ 
 
Another major breakthrough.  I got invited into the sacred cooking tent with the whole crew there.  Only two of 
them speak English and my short list of Ps & Qs and greetings in Swahili will only go so far.  But it's a good 15 
minutes of breaking down some of the walls between some of us as I sit on the ground in their tent. 
 
Speaking of walls, tomorrow, as we continue our journey to the summit, we will have to scramble up the 
Barranco Wall.  It is a rather imposing 300 meter (1000 ft) barrier that is the only way out of here as we move 
on.  At sea level it might be an amusing fun climb.  Here it will still be fun, but a heck of a lot of work for an 
hour or two. 
 
************ 
************ 
 
In one of our conversations about life, the universe and everything, Thomas asks me if, back in my home 
country, men have to pay the woman's family in order for a marriage to proceed.  I realise we come from two 
different universes.  Here, it works out to a couple of cows and a goat or the $$$ equivalent if they live in a 
town or city.  This is not insignificant as cows have gone way up in price lately.  I will get into more of this 
later, but Tanzania is one of the most desperately poor countries on the planet. 
 
On our first day in Moshi, we saw a large group of young nuns walking from a church to somewhere.  It is 
almost impossible to recruit new nuns in Quebec and most of the western world these days.  Here, it is probably 
one of the few ways out of a lifetime of poverty for a young woman from a small village. 
 
Take care, 
 
Howard 
 
 
 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Kilimanjaro - Day 4 - Feb 9, 2012 
 
Barranco Camp to Karanga Hut 
3985m (13,070 ft) to 3930m 
 
Elevation gain = few hundred meters, over the wall, but then drop to more or less the same altitude. 
 
Depart camp at 9:00am 
Reach top of wall at 10:05am 
250 to 300 meter climb 
Arrive Karanga Hut at 11:40am (total trail time = 2.5 hours) 
 
This a relatively short day ending up at the same altitude to help the acclimatisation process. 
 
PERSPECTIVES 
Am I the only one having fun up here?  Me and the guides, anyway? 
 
Thomas, my guide, is great.  We talk about so many things, each of us, obviously, coming from very different 
perspectives.  And we laugh and joke a lot.  I also talk to a lot of the other guides and they are also very friendly 
and forthcoming. 
 
Rarely do you see any of the porters smiling, certainly not on the trail.  That might come as no surprise, given 
their very tough jobs and long hours.  But very few of the tourist climbers smile, either, while hiking.  They 
don't look all that happy, except at the camps where they are catered to and life is easy. 
 
I asked Thomas about that and got the answer that I expected.  As mentioned earlier, my theory is that few of 
the tourist climbers here ever hike or climb other than this.  Thomas says that most of the clients are too wasted 
at the summit to appreciate much of anything.  Their most common comment when it's all over is that this was 
the toughest thing they ever did and, although glad they did it, will never, ever do it again or anything remotely 
like it.  Oh well. 
 
As for me, I am having a great time, especially when on the trail with Thomas.  Despite going higher and higher 
each day, I am feeling stronger and stronger each day.  As stressed earlier, this is most definitely not a race.  
However, at a pace that feels very comfortable for me, we seem to motor past most of the others on the trails.  
Rest assured, I am not pushing it and am being very mindful of the altitude. 
 
Also quite pleased that my pack weight, when loaded with water and lunch, is just about the same as Thomas'.  
About 11 or 12 kg (25 lbs). Most clients carry less weight, but I seem to be managing it quite well and feel 
better carrying more of my own stuff.  Still of two minds about this whole porter business. 
 
Thomas and I are also getting to know each other's trail styles.  Our first order of business today was climbing 
the 300 metre (1000 ft) Barranco Wall, a rather steep boulder scramble.  Half way up, some other client asks his 
guide if it continues this steep and tough.  His guide says the worst is over.  "Is he kidding me?", I ask Thomas.  
That was the BEST part.  Climbing this wall has been the most fun I've had over here, so far. 
 
At a certain point, while waiting for a few others who are having trouble getting around some big boulder, I 
look at some rocks, see another scramble to get around the traffic jam and ask Thomas if this would be a good 
shortcut.  "Yes it would", he answers, and off we go. 
 



The word "shortcut" quickly becomes our secret buzzword for some off trail scramble or climb.  Fortunately, he 
likes this stuff as much as me and we would end up taking a lot of "shortcuts" today.  Let me tell you, near 
vertical climbing at over 13,000 feet can be very tiring but, boy was that fun.  Took just over an hour to get up 
the wall. 
 
Another great day.  Got to our next camp in time for lunch.  After setting up camp we had fresh cut French Fries 
at 4000 metres.  FF with veggies for me and FF with chicken for the others.  Life just doesn't get any better. 
 
Tomorrow we have a short day to our final camp before heading off around midnight for the summit.  An alpine 
start, as they say.  We're getting close to the top. 
 
Take care, 
 
Howard 
 
 
 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
 
 
Hi All, 
Hoped to send this live but my iPhone battery was dying and signal was erratic, so this is a couple of days later. 
 
Kilimanjaro - Day 5 - Feb 10, 2012 
 
Karanga Camp to Barafu 
 
Leave Karanga Camp 8:49am 
Arrive Barafu 11:00am (approx) (2 hours and a bit later) 
3930m (12,890 ft) to 4680m (15,360 ft) 
Elevation gain = 750m (2460 ft) 
 
Resting heart rate this morning was 78, as opposed to yesterday's 89, at more or less the same altitude, just 
under 4000 metres (13,000 ft).  A small, but important indication of acclimatising.  At sea level it is usually 
around 65. 
 
We also left today a little earlier than most and were again rewarded with solitude on the trail.  A beautiful walk 
through an alpine desert.  The final climb to Barafu is tougher at this altitude, but we take it easy.  We arrive 
around 11:00am. 
 
Barafu is certainly different from all the other camps.  Sort of "Camp Four" like, but a little less barren and cold.  
It is just as windy, though, sometimes more.  A lot of buzz here.  This is summit departure central.  People 
coming & going. 
 
By the way, "Barufu" means "ice" in Swahili.  As little as 25 years ago, this whole area was almost always 
covered in snow and ice, but, as everyone knows by now, the snows of Kilimanjaro are melting fast. 
 



You can see the start of the summit trail as it climbs to the ridge.  There has been a slow and steady stream of 
returning summiters since we got here, the slower ones, if they're only getting down now.  We'll be heading up 
that trail in about a dozen hours. 
 
It takes us an hour to set up our tents in the mighty powerful wind up here at 15,360 feet.  I haven't before 
helped much with tent set up, but it takes a bunch if us to hold things down in this wind.  Needless to say, we're 
well above tree line and there is really nothing to block the wind.  We use the heaviest big rocks we can lift to 
anchor the tents down, at least six per tent. 
 
The wind can make you feel quite cold and I throw on a few layers just to be comfortable.  I have previously 
referred to this altitude as the "Discomfort Zone", but it doesn't seem so bad right now.  That being said, any 
walking that involves even a slight uphill is unexpectedly tiring. 
 
Sitting outside on a boulder, this thing seems to grab my shoulder.  It is just a small Arctic Chat (sparrow sized 
bird) that has landed on me, stays for a few moments and then flies off.  One nearby local comes over to me and 
tells me that is a good luck sign. 
 
Jaffet, the cook, whips up some French Toast.  Perhaps not the best pre-summit food, but I have a couple of 
pieces.  However, from now on, just to play it safe with my body, I have adopted the Mike Welborn Clif Bar 
food management system.  It will be only that and water until we're down from the summit, a method that is 
already tried and true with my body at 6000 meters. 
 
Mid afternoon in my tent trying to rest.  Everything is an effort up here, even eating.  Although very windy, it 
has been cloudy.  All of a sudden, the sun makes an appearance and beats down on my tent.  In a few minutes 
the inside of my tent goes from being a refrigerator to a dry sauna.  I have to peel off layers fast, it is so hot, so 
suddenly.  Such is the power of the equatorial sun, even at over 15,000 feet up. 
 
Apparently, by this stage of altitude, most people experience at least a mild headache, if not a number of other 
discomforts.  Fortunately, not me.  Thomas estimates that 80% of visiting climbers here take Diamox, the drug 
of choice for dealing with high altitude ailments.  There are side effects and possible dangers, but many, many 
people use it and it generally seems to do whatever it does without problems. 
 
Not for me, though.  Like last time in Ecuador, my policy is drug free for this.  You could call it my own little 
version of, say, climbers of 8000 meter peaks, like Everest, who do it without bottled oxygen.  It's just the way I 
prefer to do these things. 
 
Incidentally, not all, but most of the local guides here and in Ecuador, do not recommend taking Diamox, 
although they often carry it with them because that know their clients do like to take it. 
 
All that being said, and sometimes much to the annoyance of others, I have yet to experience, on my three 6000 
meter adventures, even one symptom of altitude illness.  No headaches, no GI distress, no nausea, no 
disorientation.  I consider myself lucky about this, although I think a good attitude also has a lot to do with it. 
 
FITNESS PAYS OFF 
Because of my "brisk" pace at altitude, we have earned an extra hour sleep.  While virtually everyone else in 
this camp will leave at midnight, and some possibly earlier, Thomas thinks we'll be fine starting up at 
1:00am and still get to Stella Point in time for the sunrise. 
 
Bedtime at 7:00pm.  The wind is blowing like hell out there.  Feels like my tent is about to take off, even with 
me in it.  I will find out later that the mess tent, anchored down with huge rocks like all the others, will get 
trashed overnight in the wind.  Whatever wind there is here would only be much worse higher up.  Not exactly 



perfect conditions for climbing on a high exposed ridge in the middle of the night.  I don't sleep at all, 
continuously running all these bad weather scenarios, and Plan B's through my mind.  And writing. 
 
Midnight approaches.  Almost as if on cue, the wind stops.  Looks like this enterprise is a go and I am feeling 
pumped.  I recall that bird on my shoulder. 
 
At this point, my iPhone battery is down to 4%.  Almost dead.  It's a miracle that it has lasted this long, but from 
now on, until we get off the mountain, I will have to resort to scribbling notes on pieces of paper.  So everything 
on the mountain after this point will be digitised and sent after we get back to civilisation, in a couple of days. 
By the way, in case you hadn't realised it, there is full cell coverage, for good and for bad, all over this 
mountain.  Everybody is texting and talking everywhere.  So long for now.  Gotta run.  Showtime for me is in 
one hour. 
 
Howard 
 
 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
 
 
Kilimanjaro - Day 6 - Summit Day - Feb 11, 2012 
 
Barafu to Stella to Uhuru and back, then on down to Mweka Camp 
 
Elevation gain = 1215m (3980 ft) 
Distance to Uhuru Peak = about 5k (3.1 miles) 
Depart Barafu camp at 1:05am 
 
Most of the day before we set off for the summit, there were hurricane force winds that were especially fierce 
all evening.  Fortunately, almost magically, they subside suddenly, just before midnight. 
 
We suit up for the summit climb.  Not really too cold now, maybe minus 8, but it will be much colder higher up 
and there will certainly be lots of wind. 
 
Amazingly, the moon is in the perfect place at the perfect time and still pretty darn bright, even though it's far 
from full.  In other words, it's 1:05am and we don't need to use our headlamps at all.  Up we go. 
 
This is great.  Aside from seeing the trail just fine, we can see all the surrounding terrain and other mountains.  
Too dark to take a photo, not without a tripod, which I don't have, but it is a spectacular sight.  Since everyone 
else left an hour earlier, Thomas and I are all alone out here.  That is an additional plus for me. 
 
There are a zillion stars, even with the bright moon.  The Big Dipper is right in front of me, not quite where I 
am used to seeing it, but that's because we are almost at the Equator, as opposed to hiking and climbing at the 
halfway point between here and the North Pole, which is where I live. 
 
Pretty soon we catch up to a party of four.  They are moving soooo slowly, even by high altitude standards.  I 
wonder if they can possibly make it to the top at all.  The overall summit success rate here is about 50 or 60%. 
 
In about 45 minutes we pass by a group site of some dozen tents, a thousand feet higher than our camp.  This is 
the team with all the porters wearing these bright orange jump suits.  What are they doing here?  Breaking the 



rules, actually.  Illegal campsite.  The outfitter running that group has slipped some money to the rangers at 
Barafu to look the other way.  This is far from being the only rule that is broken on this mountain. 
 
After about an hour and a half, we start to see the headlamps of a lot of climbers not too far ahead.  Wait a 
minute.  Headlamps???  That is essentially killing their night vision and all the wonderful views of the stars and 
surrounding scenery.  Who needs headlamps tonight?  Oh well. 
 
Very, very slowly, we start to overtake some groups.  To pass some we take a few more of Thomas' cool 
"shortcuts" over the rocky terrain.  Where there is enough room, we pass beside them on the trail. 
 
Since we're all moving relatively slowly, I try to say hello or ask how they're doing as we pass.  For the tourist 
climbers, they might slowly turn their head towards me and I would see what looks like an altitude induced 
hypoxic thousand yard stare.  They sure don't look happy, most of them, and they don't say anything or even 
seem to acknowledge my presence there.  Most appear rather zombie-like, in a slow, ungainly lock step 
procession behind their guides. 
 
The guides, however, are always very friendly and welcoming when I greet them with a "Jambo", cheerfully 
chatting me up in English.  If we pause for a moment, they would give me the secret handshake. 

This is very slow business, and awfully tough.  For the first few hundred vertical meters, it is 20 steps and then 
pause for 5 or 10 breaths.  Over the next few hundred meters it becomes 10 steps and then pause.  And one deep 
breath per step.  Just to mix it up, I try one or two steps, then pausing for a moment for one big breath. 
 
It is getting very cold and windy; I am getting VERY tired.  To get some idea of the pace, half an hour after 
passing a group, we are only a hundred feet or so ahead of them.  It is, however, still very beautiful out there 
with all the stars and scenery. 
 
The climbing and the slow pace goes on and on and on.  Kilimanjaro, in the Chagga language, is known as the 
"Journey that never ends".  Thomas is from the Chagga tribe. 
 
The final hundred or so vertical meters to Stella Point, the first of the two main summit points, becomes a lot 
steeper.  At sea level, this would be no big deal, but up here, at 5600 meters (18,400 feet), it is a real struggle.  
Everyone is moving at a snail's pace and it seems to take forever to get anywhere.  One step at a time. 
 
In the back of my mind, I am reminded of the fact that we are well above the altitude at which any kind of life 
can thrive or even survive.  Nothing lives up here.  Ever.  No plants, no animals.    Perhaps during the warmer 
part of an afternoon, there might an occasional soaring bird briefly checking things out.  The likes of us are only 
staking a very temporary claim up here for a few hours, at most. 
 
After a long while, the trail starts to level off a bit and I realise we are arriving at something.  A massive sign for 
Stella Point and a group of people huddled around it.  Still dark out here. 
 
6:03am  -  Stella Point  -  First summit point  5749 meters (18,861 feet) 
 
It is 6:00am and it has taken us a little under 5 hours to climb 1070 vertical meters (3500 ft) over about 4 
kilometres (2.5 miles).  That time, below an altitude of 2000 meters, would make for a pretty pathetic showing.  
Up here, well, that's just how long it takes.  But we're still not done. 
 
It is about one more kilometre and 143 vertical meters (470 ft) to climb to the true summit, with nothing that is 
very steep.  Gosh, how long could that take?  Well, it will take me about an hour, moving real slow while doing 
some glacier sightseeing and people watching. 
 



Bonus feature!  This is like walking through the movie set of "Night of the Living Dead".  Almost everyone up 
here, who is not Tanzanian, is stumbling around like a zombie.  Unresponsive with these vacant stares, their 
minds are probably functioning at the level of reptiles.  Amazing!  I have to admit that I am pretty exhausted, 
myself, but at least I'm thinking and communicating clearly. 
 
Sometime during this hour, the sun starts rising behind us.  Looks nice enough, but there is not a single cloud in 
the sky and the skyline is flat, so it's definitely not nearly as impressive as those other dramatic sunrises or 
sunsets from some of the previous camps.  My camera battery is in my pocket, to keep it warm.  I'll wait for the 
summit. 
 
7:02am  -  Uhuru Peak  -  Top of Africa  5895 meters (19,340 ft) 
 
The actual view from the top is not all that great, but to the south (left) along the way are the massive Rebmann 
and Decken Glaciers as well as the Southern Icefield.  This is the big surprise for me.  I am most impressed by 
these glaciers.  No one ever mentions them from up here and I've never seen any photos.  Sure, they look great 
when you are looking at the summit from below, but they are truly awesome when you look down on them from 
up close and above. 
 
So, what's at the actual summit?  A huge billboard sized sign and a line up of people waiting to get their photos 
taken there.  Feels a little like Crescent & Ste-Catherine during the Grand Prix.  This is not the busiest time of 
year for Kili, but it still looks like there are 100 or 200 people milling about. 
 
If you have actually been here or seen photos featuring the rustic wooden summit sign, it no longer exists.  They 
took it down just this last December and replaced it with something that, in my opinion anyway, would be more 
suitable on the side of an interstate, indicating your next highway exit.  It is huge and fluorescent green. 
 
So, apparently, we simply must take the aforementioned summit photos by the sign.  I assemble my camera.  
We wait for our turn and ask someone else to take the photo of me & Thomas.  There is a Tibetan Buddhist 
prayer flag on the side of the sign that is very tangled up from the constant high winds.  I try to untangle it as it 
would mean a lot to me if it were in the photo.  However, it takes a bit of time, other people are waiting for us to 
take the photo and move away, so I abandon that project and settle for a regular shot with the sign. 
 
But what I really want to do is get some photos of these glaciers.  However, my camera battery suddenly dies 
from the cold and will not be revived.  Fooey!!!  I just wasted my last three or four shots on that stupid sign. 
 
Absolutely not to be missed if you ever come here!!!  Spend 5 or 10 minutes and walk over to one of the 
glaciers at one of their closer points.  Amazingly, to me, no one else does this!  Probably the only thought 
running through most of the tourists' minds are, "We got here, we took the photo at the sign, now let's get the 
f*** down ASAP."  This was my idea.  I asked Thomas if it would be safe.  He said yes, he's done it, but no one 
else has ever asked him. 
 
There are not a lot of glaciers on this planet that you can easily and safely walk right down to, unroped, that 
have no bergschrund and no crevasses or avalanche danger.  Walk right up to the top of a huge glacier?  An 
impressively massive wall of ice and snow.  When will that opportunity ever happen again? 
 
They are safe because these glaciers are no longer moving very much or regenerating themselves; they are only 
melting.  A glacier that is not moving might almost be defined as a former glacier.  They probably will be 
completely gone in a couple of decades, more or less.  In other words, perhaps in our lifetime, there will be no 
more of the iconic snows of Kilimanjaro.  
 



Thomas says he'll bring his camera next time, take some photos of that and send them to me. 
 
So, it took me about an hour to walk uphill from Stella to Uhuru, but only 12 minutes to walk back down.  
That's high altitude for you.  By now the sun has been up for more than half an hour and you can already feel 
that it is starting to warm things up.  It is getting even more crowded as more and more people arrive.  Time to 
head down.  It is around 7:30am. 
 
As we climbed up to here, there were countless switchbacks on the scree and rocky slopes.  Going back we just 
beeline straight down.  Almost feels like skiing or snowshoeing through sand.  The stones and grit raise a fair 
bit of dust, but with only two of us it is not so bad.  My boots and gaiters are completely grey/brown from the 
dust and there is a light coating over the rest of me. 
 
After all those snail's pace hours climbing up, we seem to drop down a few thousand vertical feet in less than 45 
minutes.  In no time, we can see Barafu Camp, behind and below the illegal higher camp. 
 
We're back at Barafu around 9:00am.  What a long day we've just had.  After all this it feels like it should be 
5:00 or 6:00 in the afternoon, but it's only 9:00 in the morning.  However, once again, we're still not done.  After 
a rest and some grub, we'll be breaking camp, moving further down and spending the night at Mweka Camp, 
still another 1580 meters (5180 ft) further down. 

The thing of it is, what makes this all so tiring is not the actual climbing or steepness or distance, but the altitude 
which really only affects the aerobic difficulty of everything.  That is what makes it so tiring, along with leaving 
at midnight and losing a night's sleep. 
 
So I find that, this time, as well as with my previous experiences this high, regardless of how tough and tiring it 
may be going up, once we are no longer climbing and once we get down one or two thousand meters, I don't 
feel like it has taken all that much out of me.  I also know that not everyone else experiences this the same way 
that I do. 
 
We decide not to actually nap at Barafu, but only rest here and then wait for Mweka to crash.  I lie down for 
about 45 minutes, pack everything up, have a light snack and then we start down at 10:45am. 
 
The trail down from here, not the same one we took up, was designed as an exit route, so we seem to drop down 
quite fast.  We take a break at Millennium Camp, about halfway, and then arrive at Mweka Camp around 
1:30pm. 
 
I look at my watch and realise that just over six hours ago, we were moving (very slowly) in a mighty wind at 
minus 15, standing on the roof of Africa, and now, here we are, just at the edge of a rain forest, in shorts and T-
shirt weather.  We have just sped through several different climactic and geological zones in a few hours.  As 
slow and methodical as the climb was, allowing us to carefully observe all these changes as we moved up, this 
is now transitioning way too fast back to square one. 
 
From the summit down to here, we have descended 2800 meters (9200 ft) in a little over 4 hours of hiking time.  
Imagine descending from the summit of Algonquin, back in the Dacks, three times in a row.  Knee pounding 
kind of stuff, but everything feels fine.  However, this whole thing is ending much too quickly, almost like a 
dream ratcheting back to reality as you wake up.  The one saving grace is that Mweka Camp is, by far, the 
nicest of all the campsites we have been to. 
 
Instead of everyone trying to jam their tents in whatever space they can find, which has been the case on all 
previous days, here they have nice lush forested and roomy designated sites.  No rocks, no wind, no cliffs to be 
careful about.  On the other hand, there are also no views, for the first time, but that's OK, we have already had 
plenty of those. 



 
A short afternoon nap works wonders.  Having been careful up to now about not eating too much and upsetting 
my GI system, I eat the biggest meal of the trip that evening and I feel GREAT. Sleep like a baby that night. 
 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
 
 
Kilimanjaro - Day 7 - Summit Day - Feb 12, 2012
 
Mweka Camp down to Mweka Gate (park exit) 
 
Up at 6:00 the next morning, pack everything for the last time, eat breakfast, head off at 7:15am and arrive at 
Mweka Gate by 9:30.  The end of the line.  What a week! 
 
It occurs to me that, by now with all the food eaten and supplies used up, my pack weight, 11 kg (24 lbs) which 
hasn't changed much all week, might finally be heavier than some of the porters' loads.  Sounds fair to me.  Not 
sure what the food all weighed at the start, but our total garbage weight at the end was only 7 kg (15.5 lbs).  
Regulations require that everyone keeps track of all this weight and record it at most of the camps. 
 
The jeep soon comes to take us to the hotel and we are back in Moshi Town before 11:00am.  This will be a rest 
day for me, but the next, and very different (and emotionally difficult) phases of this trip, which started in the 
days before the climb, will continue tomorrow.  Kili has been a pleasant distraction but I have already seen 
some pretty horrific living and health conditions in other parts of this country.  Will be writing about that in the 
days and weeks to come. 
 
Take care, 
 
Howard 

 
 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 



Post Kili - Rural Clinic in Tanzania - Feb 13, 2012
 
Hi Everyone, 
 
This is proving to be very difficult for me.  Both experiencing certain things and then writing about them.  I 
have been down from the heights of Klimanjaro for days now, but have not written much since because I am 
trying to find the appropriate words to describe what we have been doing without sounding too disturbing or 
sensationalistic. 
 
There is the good, the bad and the ugly over here.  No question, that pleasant jaunt up the mountain, even 
though somewhat strenuous at times, was the good.  But that mountain is definitely not at all representative of 
the "real" Africa.  Not that I can claim any serious degree of experience after only a couple of weeks, but we 
have been going to places in Tanzania that most tourists will never see. 
 
Our main purpose over here is humanitarian.  We were taken to a rural medical clinic an hour or two from 
Moshi Town by Dr Owenya, one of our contacts here.  He is actually the head of the Tanzanian branch of our 
organization, Zerf Productions. 
 
Without trying to sound over the top, conditions at that clinic can only be described as horrendous, by any 
western or North American standard.  The refrigeration unit for vaccines has been broken for several months 
now, in a climate where highs of 40°C are not uncommon.  Requests to the government have, so far, gone 
unanswered.  Heaters used to boil water and sterilize utensils are old and broken down.  My camping equipment 
that I use for recreation is way nicer than their stuff.  Medical instruments look like theit from the Dark Ages.  
There is a birthing room that looks like it came out of the 1800s.  Paint and plaster are peeling and crumbling 
off the walls and ceiling. 
 
There is no question that their own government is not really doing the job here. I have spoken to quite a few 
people about this, down here and while on the mountain.  The national president seems well meaning enough, 
but he can't seem to control the cabinet; and their corruption and laziness would make Canada's scandals seem 
like child's play, by comparison.  As in every such case, it is the citizens who suffer. 
 
Back home for us, that corruption might mean that taxes are a little higher and maybe we aren't getting as much 
value as we should.   In Tanzania the cost is in human lives and a very real difference in health, depending on 
whether you are well off or poor.  The great majority of citizens here are poor, many desperately so. 
 
Unfortunately, we can't fix very much here.  Our main mission is to help an orphanage in the village of Hedaru.  
We'll be visiting them tomorrow. 
 
We will be bringing 300 pairs of reading glasses, donated by Pharmaprix, for the village adults there. Many of 
them help out, as best they can, with taking care of the children.  Quite a few of them have even taken children 
into their homes as foster care. 
 
If you are wondering why there are so many orphans, this is more of the fallout from the AIDS epidemic that 
for a decade or two was decimating the population in this and other African countries.  There is more control 
over the situation today, but there have already been millions of deaths. 
 
Of the 50 or more children that the orphanage oversees, perhaps half of them are HIV positive and under some 
control with drugs.  With the odd exception, all of their parents have died from AIDS in the last decade. 
 
Make no mistake, contracting HIV in Canada or in Tanzania will result in two very different outcomes.  People 
are not dying here like they used to, but the level of treatment cannot be compared.  And it is not just a matter of 
sending drugs over there. 



 
In Canada, we have approximately 1.9 medical doctors per 1000 population.  In Tanzania it is .008.  Do the 
math. 
 
Anyway, sorry if this all sounds so depressing.  I must point out that despite all these things, that is not what 
forms my main opinion of Africa.  The people and their whole culture are very intriguing.  Almost without 
exception, everyone I have met has been warm, friendly and most welcoming.  This includes people on the 
street, the hotel, hospital, orphanage.... everywhere, even though many of them speak only Swahili.  Patience, 
generosity and kindness are characteristics found in great abundance here, in every corner, certainly much more 
than you would ever encounter back home in North America among strangers. 
 
There we're all these precautions and inoculations to protect me from all manner of bugs and viruses, but the 
positive spirit of these people has proven to be what is truly infectious.  That good and warm attitude is what 
forms my main impressions of Tanzania and what has really infected my soul.  This place grows on you very 
quickly. 
 
Still another week or so left.  Take care, 
 
Howard 
 
 
 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
 
 
Kikuhe Orphanage in Hedaru, Tanzania - Feb 14, 2012 
 
Hi All, 
 
Yesterday was an introduction to rural Tanzania.  Absolutely nothing like the tourist parts of Tanzania that you 
might see in and around Moshi Town or Arusha, even though you do get a lot of glimpses of poverty and people 
begging.  In the tourist areas, they are used to strangers and yes, a small number of them do try to get money 
from you. 
 
Please forgive my use of this term, but when you get to parts of the "real" Africa, there are no beggars, no 
panhandlers, no people swarming around you.  Quite frankly, these people rarely see any outsiders, at all, and 
treat us just like anyone else.  There is also no judgement, no being viewed as different, certainly no skin colour 
differentiation, even though I'm the only white person in a group of hundreds, one of only two who does not 
speak Swahili.  There are only people who are very welcoming, very kind with all exhibiting a great deal of 
dignity. 
 
It's a two and a half hour drive to Hedaru, where Heckton has made some contacts with an orphanage he has 
taken under his wing.  Heckton Chuwa is a journalist in Moshi Town and handles communications for Zerf and 
is basically our man on the ground in this part of Africa.  About half the roughly 50 orphans are HIV positive.  
With only a couple of exceptions, they are orphans because all of their parents have died of AIDS in the last 
decade or so.  Also joining me and Wil is Monalisa, who works at the Keys Hotel.  Hotel management have 
been very helpful and generous with us on our projects here, including supplying us with a vehicle for the whole 
day to get there. 
 



Among the things that strike you on the long drive are the many ranges of mountains that seem to surround all 
the towns and highways.  Then you notice how desert-like they all seem.  And then how the ground looks pretty 
much the same.  Vast areas of Tanzania, and I do mean vast, are dusty, rocky and arid.  How the heck does 
anything grow over here? 
 
Another sight along the highway:  Every so often there is a cattle farm or some farmer moving his cows across 
the road.  There is not a lot of meat on the bones of these critters.  They look extremely scrawny because there 
is not much grass or anything else growing that they can eat, even though these are pretty well free range cows. 
 
We may or may not know what is causing world wide climate change, but we do know that global warming is 
affecting many parts of the world, and Tanzania is most definitely one of them.  The snows of Kilimanjaro are 
melting fast, as we all know.  Well, the same weather changes causing that have also brought hot and dusty 
winds, along with higher temperatures to the lowlands. 
 
I have been speaking to many locals and all of them older than 40 years have seen the snows disappear and a lot 
of farmland slowly, but surely, dry up over the last few decades.  It is very difficult today, in many parts of 
Tanzania, to grow anything or keep a farm going.  That is not the only reason, but a major one contributing to 
the overall unemployment rate in this country of about 50%.  Yes, you read that right.  During the Great 
Depression, in the 1930s, the unemployment rate was about 35%, and that was considered catastrophic at the 
time.  Tanzania has almost no social service network.  Nothing along the lines of what we are used to in 
Canada. 
 
We've got about 300 pairs of donated reading glasses to give the adults of Hedaru.  We'll be checking out the 
site of a water well we are trying to get for them.  The orphanage and small village currently has no source of 
potable water.  They must walk almost 8 kilometres to get water for free.  And then walk back. 
 
There are some enterprising gentlemen, from the town where the water comes from, who fill large jugs with 
water, load them onto these large wheelbarrow type wagons, and then pull them, by hand of course, to other 
villages in need.  Their selling rate is about the equivalent of $4 for 20 litres, enough for a family of four for one 
day.  That is an awful lot of money for these people, more than most of them have. 
 
Yet one more sight, as we approach Hedaru, is that of many school children walking on the highway with pails 
and containers full of water balanced on their heads.  They have been walking a great distance and a lot of that 
water splashes out of those pails by the time they get home. 
 
Early on the drive, we stop at a market and pick up 20 watermelons to bring with us.  We arrive at the 
orphanage and they have obviously been expecting us and we get a fairly enthusiastic welcome.  Watermelons 
are cut up and handed out and you can clearly see what a major treat this is for these people.  There are about 60 
kids and over 150 adults there.  Perhaps the food that these kids eat more of than anything else is porridge, so 
yes, watermelon is a big treat on this typically very hot and sunny day. 
 
There is something else that touches me.  Water is a precious commodity here, but washing hands before eating, 
especially in this dusty environment, is one of their priorities.  How do you do this without running water?  Two 
women each hold large buckets, one filled with clean water and the other designated for dirty water.  They go 
around to the 60 kids sitting on the floor.  Each kid, in turn, holds his hands over the dirty water bucket and 
somebody fills a cup from the clean water and then pours it over their hands, the water falling into that dirty 
bucket.  This looks as tedious as it sounds but, without running water, it is necessary and it works. 
 
The watermelons are a big hit with adults and kids, alike.  Now it's time for the glasses.  The kids go outside to 
play and we set up inside.  Not a single  



person from this area speaks or understands any English, so it is good that Heckten is with us.  We have a 
Swahili bible with us.  One at a time the adults try on glasses and see how they can read the smallish print of the 
bible.  Depending on how well they can see, they keep those glasses or else try another stronger or weaker pair. 
 
These people are lining up and grabbing eyeglasses as if we were handing out gold bars.  Almost none of them 
had glasses before this and many of them say that it has been a long time since they have been able to read fine 
print.  Many of them take a second pair. 
 
Water, glasses and a treat such as watermelon.  We in Canada take so many things for granted and it probably 
does not occur to most of us that many people in large parts of this world just do not have these same luxuries.  
Not to mention free health care, access to private and public transit and a financial situation that, by 
comparison, makes us fabulously wealthy. 
 
Afterwards, a dozen of us walk across the parched land towards the mountain to the sight which a government 
agency has determined is the best location to dig for water.  This future well will be shared by the orphanage, 
the village and other nearby people.  Back home in Canada, we will be trying to raise money for this.  A couple 
of tens of thousands of dollars or so. 
 
After seeing the well site, we return to the orphanage just before heading back to Moshi Town.  A village elder 
publicly thanks us for everything we have already done and are hoping to do.  Among the feelings and emotions 
we are all experiencing, I am quite humbled by all this.  The five of us are relatively quiet on the drive back.  
This has been a good day.  Actually, an incredible day. 
 
Howard 
 
 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
 
 
Chemka Springs, Tanzania - The Blue Lagoon, really an Oasis - Feb 15, 2012 
 
Hi All, 
 
This is a day off for us.  A day to have fun.  Annette, who we met the night before and is visiting from Holland, 
has informed us that there is this clean & natural spring-fed lagoon which is just perfect for swimming.  
Normally, any lakes or ponds in this country are to be avoided as viruses, parasites and other creepies inhabit all 
of them.  Nobody at the hotel has ever heard of this lagoon, but we have very rough directions.  Supposed to be 
an hour away. 
 
Seven of us, four of whom are locals, cram into a small van and off we go.  After half an hour we turn off a 
main road and only minutes later we are truly in the middle of nowhere.  We are travelling along the vaguest 
hint of something that might slightly resemble a path.  This looks like some vast desert, although there are signs 
of some little settlements or other human habitation here and there.  But there are really no landmarks, signs or 
anything that might show us the way back, let alone how to find what we are looking for. 
 
Not too much further on, we come to some train tracks and a few small houses.  And some guy on a motorcycle.  
We ask if he knows where this lagoon is.  Sure enough, he does, and will gladly take us there.  For a number of 
shillings. 
 



It quickly dawns on us that, in a great gesture of entrepreneurial spirit, he has removed whatever signs there 
were for this place and has taken it upon himself to accompany any and all to the lagoon, for a fee.  But that is 
fine with us.  Welcome to Africa.  Another 20 minutes over some completely nondescript desert like territory 
and we're finally there.  Sure hope he sticks around because there is no way in hell we could ever find our way 
back. 
 
Surprisingly enough, this place greatly exceeds our expectations.  It is beautiful, just like an oasis in the middle 
of a desert, which probably is what it actually is.  Maybe 50 by 50 meters in size.  There is the lagoon, itself.  
Crystal clear blue green water, obviously spring fed and perfect temperature for swimming.  Remember, we are 
in the middle of a desert.  All of this is surrounded by these lush mangrove-like trees that provide shade for the 
whole area. 
 
This looks and feels like some exotic movie set.  There is even a custodian here and we get some history about 
the area.  People have known about this for awhile, but the particular fact that seems to resonate with all of us is 
that up to about 15 years ago, there were crocodiles in the water.  We are assured, more than once, that they 
have long disappeared, partly from human habitation in the area as well as some hunting a while back. 
 
Another group arrives, but there is more than enough room for the twelve of us.  A very pleasant afternoon 
passes for all.  Someone has rigged a rope to one of the trees, so you could swing from one side and then jump, 
Tarzan-like into the water.  I pass, but some have a lot of fun with that. 
 
Which brings us to Chris and Cameron, two 21 year olds and good friends from the US who are taking a break 
from university and spending seven months in Tanzania as volunteers building an orphanage in the area.  They 
are exceptionally mature, smart, friendly and wise for their years.  We all have a good long conversation.  What 
a couple of great guys, especially compared to what many westerners their age are generally like.  Both are 
certain that after finishing school, they will return here to carry on some sort of humanitarian work.  Restores 
my faith in today's youth. 
 
The motorcycle guide stayed the afternoon and even enjoyed the water, himself.  As we headed back home he, 
once again, showed us the way. 
 
Just on this 20 minute route back through the desert and a couple of small settlements, there have been at least 
half a dozen excellent photo opportunities that, if I were able to stop and get out of the car and disregard rules of 
propriety, would yield some wonderful, if not demeaning images. 
 
That has been at the heart of many internal struggles for me in the last weeks, with regards to taking photos.  
First off, Tanzanians, particularly the rural ones, are reluctant to have their photos taken.  Secondly, while I 
have seen many, many scenes that would make for dramatic photos, in many cases that drama would come at 
the expense of varying degrees of dignity of these people. 
 
Sure, a photo illustrating someone in a scene of extreme poverty or in some situation so "backward" that it looks 
like it might have taken place two centuries ago, would look very compelling back home in my country.  
However, in most cases, it just felt like I would be violating their right to privacy or exploiting their fragile 
situation just to "get a good shot". 
 
And so, there have been many searing images that have been captured in my head, but not in my camera.  There 
are those of you who might disagree with my policy regarding this, but, so be it. 
 
This has been a truly incredible two weeks in Tanzania.  Feels more like months.  I cannot summarise my 
thousands of written words into one glib sentence, but this has been a trip for me like no other.  I could not even 
have imagined all the people and scenes I have come across.  Many of these I will NEVER forget. 
 



After this, we leave for South Africa and will first spend a day in Johannesburg with new friend Tanya. 
 
Take care, 
 
Howard 
 
PS - There will likely be difficulties finding internet connections over the next few days, so not sure when next 
you will hear from me. 
 
 
 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
 



 
Johannesburg, South Africa - Feb 17, 2012 
 
South Africa  - First day - Johannesburg 
 
Hi All, 
 
Not meaning to sound demeaning, but in some ways, flying from Tanzania to South Africa feels like going from 
the 18th century to the 22nd in a matter of hours.  Just for starters, I hadn't seen a traffic light in weeks.  Or any 
building higher than two floors.  Or a mall. 
 
However, as modern as South Africa might seem, and in many ways its cities are comparable with any in 
Europe, Canada or the US, it has not taken long for me to realise that there are and will be many examples of 
rather startling culture shock.  Again, there is the good, the bad and the ugly.  Fortunately, we start off with the 
good. 
 
The best part of travelling is not seeing things you have never seen, but meeting people you have never before 
met.  Spending the day with Tanya, who we met in Tanzania only two weeks ago, is the perfect transition back 
to a "modern" country.  She has offered to be our personal tour guide for the day. 
 
Even before we meet, we notice so many startling differences between Tanzania and here.  The vast modern 
airport, elevators, escalators, sleek commuter trains, fancy big city hotel, restaurants.  It has only been weeks, 
but seems like months since we have seen any of these things. 
 
We have a wonderful lunch in a Greek restaurant in Nelson Mandela Square.  We haven't been anywhere near a 
restaurant in weeks, much less a huge modern mall.  After spending that time in Tanzania, I feel strangely out of 
place here, like it's my first ever trip to a big city.  There is a 20 foot high statue of Mandela in the square.  He 
is, throughout much of this country, an icon and national hero. 
 
Being a very political person, it doesn't take long to start noticing the complex political and racial aspects of this 
country.  I don't pretend to understand them fully, but can't deny that I have arrived with certain opinions 
already formed, after 30 years of observing their history. 
 
Once again, Tanya is perfect for this.  We talk politics and are of similar minds on most issues.  She is from this 
country, caucasian and mother tongue Afrikaans.  Just seconds after typing this last sentence I feel ashamed at 
having written it.  How could those possibly be the first words and characteristics that I would ever use to 
describe anyone?  Especially a friend.  Well, in this country, even though Apartheid ended 21 years ago, all this 
still very much matters and is still part of the inescapable fabric of their society.  More on that later. 
 
By the way, for those who don't know her, Wilhelmina, a long time Canadian citizen, is originally from this 
country, Afrikaans speaking and "coloured".  She hates that last word (who could blame her), but that is her 
official designation here.  Doesn't mean black.  Doesn't mean white.  Somewhere in between, with other ethnic 
ingredients added.  I could spend thousands of words trying to explain all this, but perhaps just look it up in 
Wikipedia for now, if you are not aware of South Africa's racial realities and history. 
 
After lunch we visit the fairly new museum of Liliesleaf which was a secluded farmhouse used by members of 
the South African liberation movement to hide and plan strategy for a couple of years in the early 1960s.  
Nelson Mandela was one of them.  They were all arrested in 1963 and most sent to the infamous Robben Island 
Prison which I will get to see in Cape Town in a few days.  Liliesleaf gives us some interesting new 
perspectives on some of the history of the liberation movement here.  Unfortunately, there simply is not enough 
time to go to the Apartheid museum in Soweto, so that means I'll just have to come back one day. 
 



Jo'burg itself is very interesting, a large modern city with a lot of edge.  Also, a lot of public safety and security 
concerns.  I am not being glib or sarcastic when I say this, but I have not seen so many high concrete walls or so 
much barbed wire since my visit to Auschwitz, some 15 years ago.  There are police and security guards 
EVERYWHERE.  This is all just part of the reality of Jo'burg today, but the extent of it proves to be quite a 
shock to me. 
 
The day passes way too quickly and we must soon all say goodbye as Wil and I have to catch our flight to Cape 
Town this evening. 
 
Take care, 
 
Howard 
 
 
 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
 
 
South Africa  - Cape Town 
 
After a two hour flight from Johannesburg, we arrive in Cape Town around 10:30pm.  Wil's son Pierre meets us 
at the airport and drives us to a B & B where we'll be staying.  He'll spend a good part of the next few days 
driving us around and taking us to different places.  The days will be spent as tourists, perhaps investigative, in 
my case, but here are some highlights. 
 
 
Khayelitsha 
 
Highlight is most definitely the wrong word to describe this.  We drive to Khayelitsha, which is the largest 
Township in Cape Town, although there are so many others everywhere in South Africa.  This is part of the 
Ugly, after the Good and the Bad, that I previously referred to. 
 
Google the word "Township" and then the word "Khayelitsha" to get a more comprehensive idea of what this is. 
 
If you have absolutely no idea what I am talking about, prepare to be shocked, big time.  I already knew about 
the Townships but was still quite shocked at the size and scope and utterly dilapidated condition of the housing.  
There are Townships all over South Africa, but this one is in Cape Town, the most modern and well known city 
in this country.  They recently hosted the three week long FIFA World Cup and they are about to have a bid in 
for a future summer Olympics.  Hollywood types and other fabulously wealthy people routinely visit and 
vacation here.  But not in Khayelitsha. 
 
As a tourist, it is easy to be impressed by all the modern architecture, large malls and big buildings.  In fact, 
many millions of the population, and you can guess what colour their skin is, live in what are known as 
Townships.  Soweto might be the best known and is certainly the largest with about a million people. 
 
Khayelitsha alone has well over 400,000 people living there.  It is basically a sea of shacks, stretching on 
forever.  At first, it cannot even occur to you that there are actually people living in these plywood or corrugated 
tin boxes.  Must be some long abandoned construction site or storage facility.  But, no, this is really a vast 
neighbourhood and these are the residents' houses. 



 
I have posted some photos on Facebook, for those of you so connected.  They are hard to look at.  After I get 
back, I will ultimately get some up on my website. 
 
Over the next days, I will talk to many locals of all colours.  If you think Québec's "Two Solitudes" are a big 
deal, you ain't seen nothin' yet.  As mentioned earlier, Apartheid ended over 20 years ago but, aside from the 
actual laws, there is an awful lot that has NOT changed.  For the last 20 years there has been a certain amount of 
patience exhibited by the residents here.  Patience for change.  Patience for help to obtain better housing or 
better education.  Patience for more significant improvement in their living conditions.  I have only been here a 
few days but even I can tell that this patience will not last forever.  What that might result in is anyone's guess. 
 
There are new affordable and subsidised homes being built, but it is going ever so slowly.  There was so much 
infrastructure added to Cape Town for the FIFA games in 2010 at a cost of so many billions of dollars. 
 Khayelitsha lies almost in the shadow of the new billion dollar Cape Town soccer (football) stadium.  Two 
years after those games, that stadium is not getting used a whole lot more than Montreal's infamous Olympic 
Stadium, currently.  A billion dollars can buy a whole lot of basic housing in South Africa.  Is something wrong 
with this picture?  Definitely, yes.  Am I the only one asking that question?  Definitely not. 
 
As mentioned earlier, Nelson Mandela is widely regarded as the father of modern South Africa.  The man who 
so many looked up to for change.  The man who actually played the major role to bring about this change.  A 
man of action.  A man of patience.  It is no exaggeration to say that he is the conscience of this country. 
 
A couple of days ago, now only a few years from 90, he had a medical incident and was hospitalised briefly.  It 
turned out to be something minor and he went home, none the worse for wear.  Nevertheless, his health has 
been frail lately and an incident like this is major news here.  He won't be around forever.  There are some in 
this country who feel that once this "Conscience" of South Africa is gone, the patience of the majority here may 
start to run out.  That would be the majority who have the least.  The least of so many things, perhaps the most 
important of which is hope. 
 
If an analogy would put things into perspective, slavery in the United States ended after the Civil War in the 
1800s, yet civil rights in many places were sorely lacking even up to the 1960s.  In South Africa, everyone has 
equal rights, but there is a huge gulf, for many people, in income, job opportunities, education, culture and, of 
course, financial means and housing. 
 
You could have an endless debate, and they do have them here, about why this is still the case, but the fact of 
the matter is that in this country, by far the most modern in all of Africa, there is a huge divide, culturally and 
economically between the Whites, the Blacks and the Coloureds.  I could go on forever, but will leave this topic 
for now. 
 
************ 
 
Robben Island 
 
This is a must see attraction for anyone of any colour from any country.  Unfortunately, it requires reservations, 
is not cheap and you have to set aside almost half a day because it requires a boat ride to get there and back. 
 
This prison island, quite similar in many ways to Alcatraz in California, was home to South Africa's main 
political prisoners for well over two decades ending in about 1991.  They were finally released when the racist 
non-democratic Apartheid government could no longer ignore mounting pressure from the rest of the world, its 
own people and, to be frank, common sense. 
 



Given the shark inhabited cold ocean water and long distance to the mainland, successful escape was virtually 
impossible.  It had already been a maximum security prison when the first of the South African liberation 
prisoners were sent here in the 1960s.  The last of them were released in 1991, but there were still regular 
convicts here until 1995 or 1996 when the prison was closed and later turned into a museum.  It has since been 
named a World Heritage site, so as not to forget some of these recent dark times in this country. 
 
Our guide through the prison is Sparks.  I ask later if that's his first or last name.  It's his family name.  He looks 
almost 70ish.  In the early 1980s, for merely being a staunch and vocal critic of the Apartheid government, he 
was convicted as a terrorist and spent 8 years here, not very far from Nelson Mandela's cell. 
 
They say time heals all wounds, but I can only imagine the lingering demons that must sometimes haunt Sparks 
and all the former prisoners here.  In his very gentle demeanour, he explains and recalls the general routines and 
often horrible conditions of day to day prison life in those years. 
 
Originally, there were prison guards of all colours working here, but as the majority of the prisoners soon 
became political convicts, the Black and Coloured workers were moved to other prisons on the mainland to 
avoid any sympathy between worker and prisoner.  In other words, at the height of this institution's infamy, the 
guards were all white and the prisoners all Black and Coloured.  Needless to say, that did nothing to reduce 
tensions.  There were also white political prisoners who opposed the government, but they were kept in other 
prisons on the mainland. 
 
As a testimony to the healing process being encouraged after this dark chapter ended, there are many former 
black prisoners and former white guards that have since become friends with each other.  In fact, that is the key 
message given by the tour guides and the major legacy of this museum facility - healing, rapprochement, 
amnesty and forgiveness. 
 
After the prison tour, another guide, a 24 year old man (sorry, I misplaced his name), talks to us on a bus that 
drives around the island to see the other facilities.  A stone quarry used for hard labour for the prisoners.  A 
tennis court for occasional recreation.  Some residences for workers and other staff.  He also talks about the 
healing and forgiveness. 
 
I am someone who is not afraid to ask the tough questions.  This guide is very personable, knowledgable and 
uses humour to address some issues.  A smile is on his face most of the time. 
 
The bus stops at a bathroom break.  I go up to him and ask where he lives. 
 
"Khayelitsha", he says. 
 
Wow!  This guy is educated, eloquent, well dressed and has been working here for several years.  He is Black.  I 
think for a moment and then ask, "How is the mood over there?" 
 
Now it's his turn to stop and think.  There is a long pause. 
 
He turns his PA microphone off, comes a little closer, looks directly at me and answers, "Sweet... and sour." 
 
Those three little words speak volumes. 
 
************ 
 
 
 
 



Table Mountain 
 
In Montreal we have Mount Royal, a smallish but very pretty mountain smack dab in the middle of the city. 
 Definitely one of the highlights and very impressive geographic features of my home town. 
 
But that is small potatoes compared to Table Mountain, right on the edge of Cape Town.  With the mountain on 
one side and the ocean on the other, it is no wonder that this city is one of the most visually impressive in the 
world. 
 
The mountain, at 1085 meters (3560 feet) is quite vast and, as the name suggests, features a huge plateau up top.  
You can hike up or take a cable car.  Once on top, there are still kilometres of walking paths going all over the 
place.  It is somewhat commercialised with restaurants, gift shops, etc, near the area where most people arrive, 
but after even a ten minute hike, you can get away from it all. 
 
As an accommodation to my non hiking partners of the day, Wil and Pierre, I (embarrassingly) take the cable 
car up to the top but, once there, take off by myself for an hour to go exploring.  Very nice up there. 
 
************ 
 
The Ocean 
 
It is hard not to see the ocean from almost anywhere over here.  There are miles and miles of beautiful beaches 
everywhere.  Not to get back too soon to a previous controversial subject, you can't help but notice that many of 
these beaches often feature people of similar colour. 
 
So, we have definitely established how pretty all the waterfronts and beaches are.  However, this ocean water is 
COLD.  Even someone like me, used to chilly Laurention and Adirondack Lakes, finds this water a little too 
cold to comfortably take a dip in. The only saving grace is that regardless of how cold you might get in the 
water, all it takes a few mere seconds in this African summer heat out of the water to warm up. 
 
************ 
 
Penguins and Baboons 
 
No shortage of these guys around here.  I have already seen many of the former, but some some reason, have 
yet to see even one of the latter.  Maybe they don't like seeing family members. 
 
************ 
 
A lot of miles were covered in four days of Cape Town and a lot of things seen.  The above were just the 
highlights that stand out in my mind or are worth talking about. 
 
 
Next, we will be heading about 120 kms west over to Worcester (pronounced Wooster) to spend a few days 
with Wil's cousin, Monica.  We'll also be a few days in a vacation area called Kleinmond.  I am told there are 
some nice mountains there.  That is great news because I am suffering from lava/granite withdrawal. 
 
Take care, 
 
Howard 
 
 



*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
 
 
South Africa - Worcester 
 
They are not exceptionally tall, but there are long lines of beautiful mountains everywhere you go in the south-
eastern regions of South Africa.  On a late afternoon, we arrive at the Worcester (pronounced Wooster) home of 
Wil's cousin, Monica.  She lives with one of her four children, Christelle, as well as two dogs, Mocha and 
Scruffy. 
 
Sorry, I can't get away from the politics here, but these two dogs seem to epitomise the typical demographics of 
this country.  One is dark, the other white.  Their two polar opposite dispositions and energy levels result in 
them having to be segregated to different parts of the house, but both are great little dogs with 
charming personalities. 
 
My apologies for discussing the dogs before the humans, but it must be said that one could ask for no finer and 
more charming or friendly hosts than Monica and Christelle.  Our few days with them, here and in Kleinmond, 
will be very pleasant and pleasurable.  And there will be many great conversations covering many subjects. 
 
Worcester is a typical mixed city.  Although most here can speak English reasonably well, there is no doubt that 
this is very much an Afrikaans speaking town.  We are about 120 kms inland from Cape Town and the coast 
and surrounded on almost all sides by ranges of 1000 meter high mountains. (please, no grammar policing on 
that last sentence) 
 
The pace of this trip gets considerably more relaxed over the next few days.  Walking, shopping, eating at 
home, meeting neighbours and family.  At first it is a pleasant change from all the previous running around, but 
by the time we leave here, two days later, I am most definitely in need of some aerobic activity.  It is generally 
too hot or unsafe to go for a run around these parts, so something vertically inclined would be just the ticket.  
Fortunately, that opportunity will arrive in a day or two. 
 
************ 
************ 
 
The Kibbutz El-Shammah in Roodewal, South Africa 
 
The next day we head over to visit, yes, you are reading this correctly, a kibbutz.  Huh? 
 
The history books and people's memories are a little unclear about how the connection to the Israeli style 
communal living settlements came about.  Nevertheless, they do pay homage to them. 
 
This centre has its origins out of a gang project that was started in 1983.  Roodewal, a suburb of Worcester, had 
virtually been destroyed from the gang warfare in that area.  The Cape Town Scorpions vs the Born Free Kids.  
This sounds like it's right out of West Side Story, African style, but I am not making it up. 
 
Although having only 15% of Worcester's population, Roodewal had well over half of all its crime.  The crime 
rate was finally brought under control, but much of the suburb lay in ruins and many families devastated. 
 



Out of all this, the Kibbutz was started.  El-Shammah means the manifestation of God's presence.  There is a 
religious and spiritual component to the centre, but there is no specific Jewish religious affiliation, although, as 
mentioned above, it is definitely inspired by and modelled after the Israeli communes. 
 
It is, above all, a community centre charged with serving the physical, emotional and spiritual needs of the area 
people.  Without this centre, many of the kids would be on the streets and getting involved in gangs, drugs, 
crime and other destructive things.  I had a good talk with Shanette Martin, who has been involved with the 
centre since 1994 and its director for the last decade. 
 
On the day we were there, they had just finished harvesting, cutting and packaging almost 100 kg of basil that 
was grown on their land.  This will be sold to neighbourhood food stores.  Besides these small agricultural 
projects, they sometimes do sewing projects.  They give leadership and life skills training and generally do what 
they can to restore dignity to the community. 
 
There are no residences, but over the course of a week, over two hundred youths might spend some time there.  
They recently produced and staged a play, Redeeming Cultures for Community Development.  Currently, there 
is a fundraising drive to be able to send  the dozen participants to Germany to perform the play and do a cultural 
tour. 
 
In the past Zerf has donated clothing to this centre and even arranged to get them a piano that a Canadian 
woman donated.  We ponder what it would take to bring these kids to Canada. 
 
After this we continue on down the road and travel to Kleinmond, on the coast, about 115 kms away.  There be 
mountains. 
 
Tale care, 
 
Howard 
 
 
 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
 
 
Kleinmond, South Africa 
 
Monica has a country home in Kleinmond, about 115 kms south, on the coast, so we're back to the ocean.  Her 
house is 100 or 200 feet from the water, depending on which way you walk.  There is something very 
comforting and relaxing about watching the ocean with all its drama when you are standing or sitting on a rocky 
shore.  We spend some time doing that, but what appears equally intriguing to me are the very close and small 
but very steep and rugged mountain ranges literally within spitting distance of the main road into town. 
 
I don't expect to get much information but try to find out if they are hikeable or climbable.  There is a town info 
centre.  They have a rather poor map, not topographic, but verify that people sometimes do indeed head into 
those hills.  Beyond that, they don't really know anything.  Finding an actual trailhead is yet another matter.  So 
search, we try. 
 
After asking a number of locals in the area, who seem to know very little about the trails, I realise we might just 
as well be asking them how to get to the moon.  Finally, I walk into an empty church near where it seems there 



might be a trail.  Bingo!  Not the game, but someone inside who actually lives here and is a "hiker".  She tells 
me what's what and offers some good suggestions. 
 
She describes a number of hikes and then, almost as an afterthought, mentions another, the Three Sisters, but 
that one is very steep and challenging and can take a long time to get through.  Bingo, again!  That's my trail.  
And from our house, it is only a 25 minute walk to the trailhead.  What could be more convenient?  She tells me 
that at the end of the hike I can get back home when the trail joins a road right where the "Coloured" housing 
is.  I don't think she is referring to the colours of the panelling on the houses.  It is taking me awhile to get used 
to the language here.  Sigh.  Pierre, who grew up in Montreal but has lived here 14 years and happens to be 
“Coloured”, tells me it took him two years before that lingo stopped bothering him. 
 
We have some late afternoon plans the next day, so I decide to get up early, leave the house at 5:30am and walk 
to the trailhead so as to be able to start hiking at first light, about half an hour before sunrise.  That way, I 
should be back by 2:00pm at the latest.  I will try to text Monica at some point along the way so they will know 
when to expect me. 
 
It is 5:55am as I leave the road to set off on this hike.  I am all alone on a fairly challenging and new (for me) 
trail with a poor map, in Africa.  Despite all that, route finding will not be a problem as virtually all of these 
mountains are completely exposed and in the open.  The ocean is visible to the south from almost everywhere, 
so getting one's bearings is as easy as it gets.  The sun is not yet up; it feels good for a change to not have it 
beating down on me. 
 
It has been two weeks since my last real foray onto a mountain.  This is really nice.  It's a great trail and I highly 
doubt that I'll see another person while here.  In case you're not sure, that's a good thing. 
 
This is steep and rocky, as advertised.  Quite frankly, steeper with more scrambling than any regular hiking 
trails in the Adirondacks that come to mind, but all easily manageable.  This is called the Three Sisters, but 
going up, over and down each of the peaks, I end up counting five or six, depending on what constitutes a 
separate peak and what may be a mere shoulder.  Maybe the other two or three are cousins or brothers. 
 
These peaks are all connected by a knife edge sort of ridge.  Quite knife edge, as it is easy to look almost 
straight down from many points along the way.  On the north side of the ridge are more incredible mountains.  
The steep south side features the town and the ocean.  This is perfect. 
 
Three hours after starting, I am standing on the final Sister.  The altitude is 645 meters (2100 ft).  Not all that 
high, as mountains go, but as I started literally at the ocean, that is all ascent.  More, actually; probably close to 
2800 feet because of all the up and down.  This definitely rivals, despite the relatively low altitude, many of the 
great hikes in the Northeast US, where I usually go. 
 
Since I am ahead of schedule, I stop to take a lot of photos, on the way back, of a lot of the interesting plants.  I 
make it to that road that passes by the "Coloured" housing.  By now it is 11:00am and many of those people are 
out and about. 
 
Just to elaborate on what the lady at the church told me, I can plainly see, especially after talking to some of 
them here, that these people are most definitely Black, not Coloured.  And yes, that church lady was white.  In 
case you hadn't picked up on this, in South Africa, there is little mixing and mingling of people of different 
ethnic backgrounds, beyond the day to day encounters on the street or stores or work.  There appears to be not 
much love lost between many of these groups.  And, I suppose, not much effort to really try and understand 
what is inside their heads or their cultures. 
 
 



This is our last full day here.  Tomorrow we head back to Worcester, then Cape Town, then back to Montreal.  I 
cannot say that this month has flown by.  In fact it feels to me like I have been here for a long, long time.  Sooo 
much has happened.  So many completely different experiences.  It will be good to get back home, but I am sad 
to be leaving this place.  Africa can really get under your skin and endear itself to you.  Despite all the politics, 
the people here are wonderful, especially the indigenous ones. 
 
 
************ 
************ 
 
 
We plan to leave Kleinmond at around 10:00am  I had such a great time on that hike yesterday that I get up at 
4:00am, leave the house at 4:30, walk over to the trail, and do it all over again.  This time I am in the dark, using 
a headlamp, for the first hour and a half.  I pick up the pace a bit, don't stop for many photos and get back home 
by 8:30am.  This is just what the doctor ordered. 
 
Pack up.  We all leave at 10:30am, drive back to Worcester, and I can feel this all coming to an end.  Pierre will 
meet us there and drive us to the airport for a flight that leaves at midnight.  From the airport, our total transit 
time to Montreal will be about 24 hours. 
 
Time to go home. 
 
Howard 
 
 
 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
*************** 
 
Note: The following was written right after getting back to Canada but never sent to anyone. 
 
 
Africa 2012 - Minutiae and Final Thoughts (now that I'm back) 
 
It has been a pleasure reading your comments about my stories from Africa.  Basically, they were all positive.  
Most of them came from those of you who have already been to Africa, come from there or still live there.  
Apparently, I got most of it right, which is nice to know since I was only there one month and this was my first 
visit.  It did me a lot of good writing about everything and, given the nature of so many of my experiences there, 
was cathartic and gave me a way to process the meaning of so much of what I saw and heard. 
 
Below are some final thoughts about this and that. 
 
 
Pedestrians vs Cars 
 
In Tanzania, one of the most desperately poor countries in the world, there are, not surprisingly, many, many 
more pedestrians than cars, even though there do seem to be a lot of vehicles on some roads.  Despite the vast 
majority of walkers, they seem to have absolutely no rights and you take your life in your hands trying to 
navigate or especially crossing any road.  Seemed to me that the relationship between car and pedestrian is 
pretty much the same as that of fly swatter and fly.  Watch out! 



 
In "modern" South Africa, it is not much better.  Even Montreal's seeming anarchy on the streets is paradise by 
comparison.  In both countries, pedestrians, bicycles or anything that is not a car will routinely get honked at, 
cut off or squeezed off the road.  Always.  They seem to have no rights, even at intersections. 
 
************ 
 
On Being a Vegetarian in Africa 
 
Not that I expected anything more, but the concept of vegetarianism is pretty foreign over there.  I thought 
South Africa would be different but, ironically, I ate better in Tanzania when eating "out".  At the Keys Hotel 
and on Kilimanjaro, there were always various veggie curries, stews and other very tasty concoctions readily 
available. 
 
South Africa, on the other hand, is very heavy on meat, pork and fish.  In many places it is hard to avoid that.  
In one big grocery store in Kleinmond, a fairly large tourist town on the southern coast, I asked if they have 
tofu.  The first five people had no idea what I was talking about.  Then I saw an employee of Asian background 
and went over to ask her.  Sure enough, she knew what it was and pointed the way.  There, on a refrigerator 
shelf, surrounded by a sea of pork chops, were a couple of packages of tofu.  That was the vegetarian section. 
 
************ 
 
The Heat 
 
I don't think I have written too much about the weather here, specifically the heat and the sun.  Except for the 
higher altitudes of Kilimanjaro, it has been VERY HOT & SUNNY almost all the time, almost everywhere.  
The evenings were often not bad, but some of those were also pretty hot and sultry. 
 
And that sun!  Having previously climbed on glaciers and snowfields at 6000 meters in Ecuador, which is at the 
equator (duh!!!), I am familiar with the über importance of wearing proper dark sunglasses and keeping all skin 
covered up or slathered with SPF 5000 or whatever.  But in that equatorial country, it was never this 
oppressively hot. 
 
In Tanzania and South Africa it most definitely was.  The former straddles the equator with vast expanses of hot 
arid deserts and the latter is currently in its summer season at roughly the same latitude as Atlanta, Georgia.  In 
Montreal, we might get the occasional few dog days of summer every year, but I have just spent a whole month 
of this.  Bring on the cold and snow, I say! 
 
************ 
 
The Colour of Skin 
 
In Tanzania, where I was often the only white person for miles, and didn't even speak their language, I felt 
much more comfortable with the colour of my skin than in South Africa, where it has been institutionalised as 
an issue and remains so, even 20 years after Apartheid has ended. 
 
I can honestly say, as far as my experience goes, that race was absolutely a non issue in Tanzania, and I did 
travel around to some fairly remote areas there.  Believe me, if I had only gone to Tanzania, I would not even be 
thinking or talking about this.  It is just that in South Africa, this issue is so in-your-face almost everywhere and 
every day. 
 
************ 



 
Our wonderful hosts in Worcester and Kleinmond were Monica and Christelle, Wilhelmina's cousin and her 
daughter.  Monica and her late husband, Robert, bought that country house in Kleinmond about 18 or 20 years 
ago.  One of the relaxing things we did involved sitting on a park bench by the shore and watching the heavy 
ocean waves come crashing on the rocks while having some interesting conversations. 
 
Monica & Robert had visited there previously to vacation before they actually bought the house.  However, 
until just over 20 years ago, they were not allowed to sit on the bench that we were just using.  Nor were they 
allowed to even go to the beach we went to.  And they most definitely were not legally permitted to buy 
property in that part of town.  All this was illegal because of the colour of their skin.  In October 1990, the 
Separate Amenities Act, which barred non-whites from public facilities, was finally abolished.  See attached 
photo. 
 
************ 
 
Some Interesting Things to See 
 
Besides the things I already wrote about, there are some others to see and do and some other activities I 
participated in. 
 
In Tanzania, there is the Serengeti for safaris and nearby Ngorongoro.  The former is one of the largest, but 
because of that it can get very crowded.  I was not able to go to either, but several people have told me that 
Ngorongoro is somewhat over rated for what it is.  Probably depends on what your expectations are. 
 
Closer to Arusha, in the Kilimanjaro area, you can do a day safari, which will be considerably tamer, but 
somewhat more convenient, not to mention cheaper.  If you happen to be heading to South Africa afterwards, 
nearby Botswana comes highly recommended for safaris and is far less crowded. 
 
As for climbing, besides Kili, there is nearby Mount Meru (4565 meters). Next door, in Kenya, is Mount Kenya 
(5299 meters). 
 
In South Africa, outside of Johannesburg, the Apartheid Museum comes HIGHLY recommended.  Besides that 
and Liliesleaf, Jo'burg is not generally considered a tourist town.  That being said, it and Soweto are ground 
zero, if you are interested in the politics of South Africa, in general, and Apartheid, in particular.  As previously 
mentioned by me and everyone else, security and crime are to be taken very seriously there.  Theft is epidemic. 
 
In Kleinmond there is good and very accessible hiking, such as the Three Sisters.  You can literally walk to the 
trailheads from almost anywhere in the small town.  Not very far and nestled between mountains and sea, is the 
beautiful Harold Porter Botanical Gardens in Betty's Bay just west of Kleinmond.  Because she doesn't often go 
there, these days, Monica will rent out her country house to visitors. 
 
Down in Cape Town, when you are in the tourist areas, you may feel like you are in any other modern western 
city, with many popular attractions offered.  The aforementioned Robben Island and Table Mountain.  There is 
the District Six Museum, for more political history.  If you have the inclination or the stomach, there is also 
closer opportunity to experience the politics and race issues of this country at, say, Khayelitsha. 
 
Speaking of which.... 
 
************ 
 
 
 



Hope & Reconciliation 
 
About race and culture, in South Africa there does not seem to be much genuine dialogue in the streets between 
people of different colours, of which there are several different types and of which there is a sort-of hierarchy.  
The so called "Black" people form the largest majority, by far, so they are obviously quite entrenched in general 
society even though there are many, many more of them living below the poverty line.  Way out of proportion 
to what it ought to be, especially when compared to say, the white folks living there.  Despite their far greater 
numbers, many Blacks seem to be at the bottom of the economic ladder, with Whites at the top.  There is this 
very palpable coolness between The two groups almost everywhere, like they don't speak the same language or 
even come from the same planet.  However... 
 
I was going around much of South Africa with Wilhelmina, who was born there as a "Coloured" person, but has 
lived in Canada for the last 50 years.  She is considered to be a certain colour and of a certain generation.  We 
also spent a lot of time going around with her son, Pierre.  He is obviously younger and has worked most of his 
14 years there on the ground in the music and entertainment business.  Let's just say he is somewhat hipper and 
more connected with people on the street and is neither White nor Black, according to them.  But, to a 
meaningful extent, he can speak the lingo of the Blacks. 
 
That last sentence says it all.  There is this cliché, true in many cases, that teenagers and other young people 
speak a language that their parents and elders do not understand.  To try, but get it wrong results in rolled eyes 
from the other. 
 
In a similar vein, at a restaurant or store or even on the street, Pierre would greet a Black person with a 
"Howsit?"  Well, in many cases, this had the same effect as if you had suddenly revealed that you were their 
long lost brother.  Smiles would erupt out of nowhere and a conversation would ensue, starting in a language 
that seemed a little foreign, but was understandable if you gave it some thought.  And then, after the ice was 
broken, it would approach a more standard form of English and we actually ended up having real conversations 
and asked real questions, including what their opinions were on some pertinent political topics.  I get the sense 
that this does not happen all that often between people of different backgrounds. 
 
It reminds me of some unilingual people in Québec who, even though they may not speak a second language 
very well, don't even make the effort to learn even a few words of greeting in that language to grease the wheels 
of civility when speaking to someone of another tongue.  It's also the same way that saying or not saying 
"Please" or "Thank You" can greatly affect how an encounter goes.  Leave out those three words and you might 
be considered quite rude.  Throw them in and it can make a much more positive impression.  Doesn't take much 
to make a big difference. 
 
It also makes me wonder if even a large cultural gulf can be made narrower with just a little effort on 
everybody's part.  A little effort that doesn't seem to be made nearly often enough over there. 
 
All this to say, the cultural and racial problems in South Africa may or may not ever be solved but, certainly as 
far as I am concerned, there is absolutely no good reason why it can't.  A little more good will, communication 
and small effort can do wonders.  I saw it happen and I did it myself even though I was only there for a few 
weeks.  So, yes, I have hope that all these issues I have been railing on and on about can be solved peacefully. 
 
If any of you so desire, I would be more than happy to discuss this further, in person. 
 
Take care, 
 
Howard 
 
*************** 


