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CHAPTER 1


THE SHINING


MOUNTAIN





Johannes Rebmann never planned to become an explorer. When the young German arrived on the coast of East Africa in 1846, he was totally focused on his work as a missionary.1 Rebmann spent his life teaching native Africans about Christianity.


His home base was Mombasa, a bustling city on the Indian Ocean. Missionary work took Rebmann to villages dotting the nearby countryside. Before long, he was traveling far inland. This part of Africa was unfamiliar to missionaries. Few Europeans had been there at all. His travels led to the foot of Africa’s tallest mountain, Kilimanjaro. He would introduce the world to this spectacular place—even if they refused to believe what he wrote.


No Ordinary Mountain


A few months after Rebmann arrived in Mombasa, an African man arrived at his church. He would help to translate the Bible from English to Swahili, the most common local language. The man talked as they worked. Rebmann especially liked his story about an immense mountain that was located far west of Mombasa. It was called Kilimanjaro, Swahili for “Shining Mountain.”
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Kilimanjaro is surrounded by a savanna, a tree-dotted grassland that supports large herds of elephants and other grazing animals.
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Johannes Rebmann






The mountain was an important landmark, for it could be seen from a great distance. Travelers from Mombasa used Kilimanjaro to point the way west. Traders from inland kingdoms rode past it on the way to markets along the coast. Everyone stopped to collect water from streams that rushed off its steep, forested slopes.


At this point in the story, the man’s voice dropped to a whisper. This was no ordinary mountain, he told Rebmann. Kilimanjaro was the home of jinn—evil spirits who punished anyone who entered their realm. The man’s son had been to Kilimanjaro. He saw a group of travelers after they tried to climb the mountain. “The powder of the guns did not go off,” the son had reported. “The legs and other parts of the body became stiff, and many people died of the bad effects of the jinn.”2 You might ask why anyone would climb a mountain if they believed it to be inhabited by evil spirits. The storyteller explained this, too. Atop the mountain was a substance that glimmered and shone like silver.


Rebmann did not believe in jinn, but he was curious. He would have to see this mountain for himself.


In the Distance


In 1848, Rebmann made plans for a long trip inland. He hoped to befriend chiefs of the Chagga tribe and convert them to Christianity. These people lived and farmed on the southern slopes of Kilimanjaro. From their villages, he could see the mountain up close.


The first challenge was simply to reach Kilimanjaro. Between the coast and the mountain lay a vast expanse of savanna. Rebmann’s trusted African guide found a path through this tree-dotted grassland. They passed herds of elephants, rhinos, zebras, antelopes, and giraffes moving across the plains from one watering hole to the next. Powerful predators were never far behind. Rebmann’s party was on constant watch for leopards and hyenas. African lions were another concern. Traveling in large family groups, or prides, lions ruled the savanna. A male lion was regal and handsome in his mane of fur. But he might weigh 415 pounds (189 kilograms)—more than twice as much as a man.3 Smaller females were skilled hunters able to catch even fast-running gazelles. Lions rarely hunted humans, but it was best to be careful in their territory. By May 11, the group had been traveling for almost two weeks. That morning, Rebmann climbed to the top of a hill to look around. There it was! A massive, cone-shaped mountain seemed to fill the western horizon. Just as he had heard, its summit sparkled in the sunlight.


Rebmann turned to his guide. He was about to ask whether this brightness looked like a cloud on the mountaintop. Then he stopped and smiled knowingly. Of course! Like mountains he had seen in Europe, Kilimanjaro wore a cap of snow atop its highest peak.


Rebmann made three visits to Kilimanjaro, but he never tried to climb it. A man of the people, he stayed below in the Chagga villages. Still, he understood that it was important to describe Kilimanjaro for geographers back in Europe who had never been there. Rebmann hiked through the hilly, forested countryside of Chagga territory. He spent hours gazing up at the mountain. Up close, it became obvious that Kilimanjaro had two high summits. One was slightly lower with a jagged top, while the other was a tall dome. The Chagga had names for both peaks. The lower was Mawenzi (mah-WHEN-zee), and the higher was Kibo (KEE-bow). Rebmann learned that kibo means “snow” in the Chagga language.4 A third peak called Shira (SHEER-uh) was identified decades later. Shira’s summit had been worn down over time, so Rebmann could have mistaken it for a flat slope on the northwest side of Mawenzi.
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African lions are among the most powerful predators living in the grasslands near Kilimanjaro. Historically, lions sometimes wandered up the mountain slopes.
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