In the Mountains of the Moon,aTr ek t o Afri cads Le

The shrinking ice cap atop Mount Kilimanjaro i s Africa
pockets of ice, most notably in the Rwenzori Mountains of western Ugand#@nd astemperatures rise, the
Rwenzori 6s t fidopaledas highqs 16,600 &t are fast disappearing.

by Tom Knudson

I am hiking through a medsaped forest more than 10,000 feet above sea level in the Rwenzori Mountains in western
Uganda, notalr from the border of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. The trail ahead is steep as a ladder and
slippery with mud, and every few minutes my guide and | stop to rest.

Most people who come to this part of Africa do so for its wildlife, especialigathgezed mountain gorilla. | have
made the journey for another reason. | am looking for a glacier.

In the popular imagination, glaciers and Africa intersect at one location: Mt. Kilimanjaro, the iconic dormant volcano
that rises from the grasslands ofZBaia and whose shrinking snowcap has become a symbol of climate change.

But there are glaciers in steamy Uganda, too, hidden in the eaves of jagdeodt p&@k®that are lost in the clouds
most of the year. And these glaciers have a climate stioapge tell, todi one that scientific research suggests better
reflects the impact of global warming than the fading snows of Kilimanjaro.

But their story is also nearing its close. In just two decades, scientists expect the Rweniodgiaelars Af r i cad s
few other remaining ice fiefiist o be gone. Kilimanjaro has already | ost |
is not expected to last more than a couple of decades. The Lewis glacier on Mount Kenya is also expected to wink out
soon.

That prognosis comes as no surprise to my guide, a local Bakonjo tribesman named Baluku Josephat, who has guided
climbers through the Rwenzori range since 1982 and has seen the consequences of global warming firsthand.

ol f you go t osaysloetening toE anssive,;Bkippdalein the center of the range where glaciers have
already melted, Oo0you can now go without crampons. It wi
And not all of the impacts are playing otlhénsnow zone. Two years ago, Josephat spotted something in a brushy

thicket at 10,900 feet that startled fiinran upwardly mobile chameleon.

0Chamel eons are supposed to be at |l ower el evatonons. No\
scientists have made about animals and plants in other
was puzzled. I thought, O6My God, what is happening?d6é6

With its snowcapped peaks looming over the tropics, the Rwenzori are a geognapet#hat has haunted the

Western imagination for centuries. As early as 500 B.C. the Greek dramatist Aeschylus wréegapqutt nur t ur ed
the snows.o6 In 150 A.D., Claudius Ptolemy, t®dealymost di
map of Africa that fanned speculation about a snowy source of the Nile. Without ever setting foot in Africa, he sketched



an icy range rising from the heart of the continent that he called LunagiMargddountains of the Modn a
name widely es for the Rwenzori today.

But it wasndét until 1888 that the American explorer Hel
the Congo, he spotted what he first thought was a silver cloud in the shape of a mountain.

OFol | owi dognwart, $bedame struck with the deepltblueac k col or of its base, 6 St
became for the first time conscious that what | gazed upon was not the semblance of a vast mountain, but the solid
substance of a real one with its summit coveied h s now. 6

Even today, hiking into the Rwenzori range is like stepping into a lost world. Fewer than 2,000 people a year visit the
place. For long stretches, you see no one. And there are surprises by the hour, from worms as long as your walking stick,
to iridescent greeniglurple sunbirds and the elusive, brilidue Rwenzori turaco.

Also astonishing is the kaleidoscope of chlorophyll, the staircase of forest zones that clings to the range from the

foothills at 5,400 feet to the treeline arounsD03eet. On our second day, we entered a forest of giant heather so
ensnarled in moss it was hard to see the sky. ONo fore:
in his epic account of the first expedition to thoroughly experange and climb its major peaks, led by the Italian
mountaineer and adventurer, Prince Luigi Amedeo of Savoy, Duke of the Abruzzi, in 1906.

As we climbed higher, the heather disappeared, replaced at 11,200 feet with something stranger:atoaeties th
| i ke c act b she tolchiike gianelobaianahd the giant groundsel, which reaches upward with woody
branches topped by enormous cablikgdeaves.

But the most astonishing sight of all is the snow you begin to glimpse hoveeitigeatsopical landscape. When
Abruzzi tramped through the range a century ago, ridges and mountains were shellacked with snow and glaciers. He
discovered glaciers on six peaks and estimated their total size at 2.5 square miles.

OMember s wdrte nfenltl amfd esxad i sfaction, 6 wrote de Filippi,
al pine zone. 0The place was rough and wild. A cold and
different from those usually associatédt h Equat ori al Africa. 6

Today, less than half a square mile remains. On three peaks, glaciers have disappeared altogether.

In the Andes and Himalaya, the melting of-altitude glaciers is expected to trigger water shortages downstream in

coming deaghe s . But Ugandads ice is much too small to have s
that much critical scientific information may already have beelosegihat and his fellow tribe members are worried.

For them, melting glacierse an economic threat.

0The snow and ice you are seeing are a tourist attract.
0Clients come to see the snow and we get employment op]
vanish. Standing nearby, Josephat said the Bakonjo would simply havétb ad&pe t he chamel eons. 0
train our guides on rock climbing,é6 he said.

Precipitation patterns are also changing.

oOYears ago, it woul dhirnagi n oc aetvse namdg,d o gosr, sfervoerm ndoary s st r
flooded. There would be a | ot of fog, even down to the

Such changes, he believes, are contributing to a rise in mortalitbhe kasw e d among t he iconic g
trees are withering at a rapid speed, 6 Josephat said. |
suffer, too.

Ultimately, Josephat said, he fears climate change may set off a flahofdaest decline that could one day

di mini sh the rangeds ability to soak up and store wat el
threat so seriously they have recently formed an organization to plant more trees bhemenof tthe range, both to

battle deforestation and increase carbon sequestration.



The Rwenzori Mountains are located in western Uganda, not far from the border of the Democratic Republic of the
Congo.

The changes here also pose a challenge to slimatee nt i st s. Il nside the Rwenzorids r
and dust that could unlock secrets about past climatic
the glaciers amid the daunting terrain. Seven years ago,Thommpsorii the welknown U.S. scientist who has

sampled highltitude tropical glaciers worldwide and uncovered evidence of drarhiat@mpcimate swings from ice

core samples high in the Andlesvas scheduled to work in the Rwenzori. But he taht@! his trip because of

security concerns in East Africa at the start of the Irag war.

Time is running short.

0The whole atmosphere is waSciemcelNgwsd But hehéergpeasesdt Thbsmi
the highest elevatioison t he order of 0.3 C (0.5 F) per decade. 0

l ce in the Rwenzori is disappearing so swiftly that mu
of concern about whether there i s obgistatUniversity Coltegeén [ i ce]
London. Without such solid evidence, he added, scienti
Taylor is the lead author of a 2006 stu@eiophysical Researchthatierks the melting glacierehe Rwenzori more

directly to rising temperatures than the shrinking snowcap onrf@®t3M6unt Kilimanjarod0 The i ce fi el ds o]
Kilimanjaro are substantially higheré than the Rwenzor |
fromLondon. 0The glaciers that stil!] exist in the Rwenzo

fi 15,750t0 16,570 fdetma ki ng t hem omore vulnerable to fluctuati on:

By contrast, the shrinking snowcap on Kilimanjafeelg lue to decreasing humidity, not rising temperatures, he said,

adding, 0The Rwenzori mounfi aohsKalemahgpairood of gl obal
But as | climb higher into the Rwenzoringtobéemmeotahear t h:
ordeal than | expected. And itds not just the steep tr;

Never have | seen mud in such quantity or variety. 8kedgeplaces, syrupy in others, it filled two enoringhs
altitude bogs. In spots, a boardwalk helped. But where it ended, chest waders would have come in handy, too.

Finally, after scrambling up a nearly vertical wall of rock and moss, | stepped onto a ledge at 14,400 feet, where a century
ago Abruzzéncountered a nirgtory-high wall of ice known as the Speke glacier, named for the British &xplorer
John Hanning Speke who discovered the source of the Nile at Lake Victoria.

I n Abruzzids day, t he g l-faotNoant Spkerioalk660feethefavenending abrugly de o f
near the rocky cliff face wherefheand now Ifi stood. A century ago, the glacier covered about 540 acres, and de
Filippi recounts listening to the roar of gigantic columns of ice crashing into the valley below.

In the thickening mist, | searched for ice but saw none. Instead, | looked out on the ghost of a glacier, a rubble of
smooth slatgray stone sloping up from a small green lake, formed by glacial melt. Here and there, giant groundsels
were starting to groletween rocks that not long ago were entombed in ice.

Then the sky opened up to reveal a narrow band of silver and white more than 1,000 feet up ttie theuatsin
receding remnant of the Speke glacier, which has now shrunk to just a few dozen acres.

A few seconds later, the clouds zippered back up and it was gone.
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ITINERARY RWENZORI CENTRAL CIRCUIT TO MAIN PEAKS
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