Summit Night — Kilimanjaro
By Steve Cochrane
On the Move

You wake up at 10:30 p.m., but it doesn’t feel like waking up—it feels like being pulled out of a
dream you weren’t finished with. The tent crackles in the cold. Headlamps blink on one by one
outside. Somewhere, boots scrape against volcanic gravel. Someone coughs. No one talks.

By 11:00 p.m., we are on the move. The world shrinks immediately. There is no mountain. There
is no summit. There is only the small oval of light in front of your boots and the sound of your
own breathing—slow, deliberate, all set by your guide: pole pole, Swahili for slowly, slowly.

The Cold Finds You

It slips through gloves, creeps into fingers, stiffens muscles you swear were warm five minutes
ago. Somewhere in the dark, your body starts to argue. At first, it’s subtle. A tight calf. A dull
ache in your hips. A reminder that you’ve been climbing for hours on loose gravel in the cold.

Then it gets louder. Your thighs burn. Your shoulders ache under the pack. Your lungs feel thin
and sharp, like they can’t quite pull in the precious air they need.

Why Are We Doing This?

Doubt sneaks in with the pain. It doesn’t shout—it whispers. It tells you the summit is still too
far, that sunrise is just a rumor people use to keep moving. It tells you that turning around
would be logical, sensible, and safe.

One more step. One more breath. Shift your weight. Step again.

You stop looking up. You stop counting time. You let the line of headlamps ahead of you become
the only proof that forward still exists.

And somewhere in that silence—between doubt and discipline—you realize something
important: this isn’t about strength anymore. It’s about refusal. Refusing to quit in the dark.
Refusing to negotiate with the voice that wants comfort.

So | keep moving—slowly, quietly—pole pole.
Then the Horizon Changes

Not suddenly—gently. A thin line of color appears where black sky meets darker earth. Black
turns to navy, navy softens into indigo, and indigo turns to red.

And without anyone needing to say it, you know: you’ve made it to the crater rim.



Stella Point

We arrive just as the sun does. It doesn’t explode into the sky—it spills in. Gold pours across the
clouds below, lighting them from underneath until they look like an ocean made of fire and
cotton. Shadows stretch across the crater.

The cold is still biting. Your lungs still burn. But none of that matters anymore.
Not Done Yet

Just when you think you’ve made it, the mountain reminds you otherwise. Stella Point isn’t the
end. The guide says it quietly: “Uhuru Peak... about forty-five minutes more.”

Forty-five minutes!
So you move again.

The path along the crater is different—less steep, but cruel in its own way. The cold is sharper
now. The wind cuts across the open rim and finds every gap in your layers. Your body is empty,
fatigue settled deep into your bones.

This stretch becomes quiet, but a small voice begins to awaken. It starts off soft, then grows
louder:

I didn’t come this far to stop here.

The sun rises fully now, painting the snowfields gold, throwing long shadows across the crater.
The mountain finally shows you what it’s been hiding all night.

The Sign Appears
Not all at once. First the posts. Then the words.
UHURU PEAK — 5,895 m

| reach out and touch it—not to prove anything, but to anchor the moment. The wind tugs at
me. The sky is impossibly blue. And in the middle of exhaustion, cold, and thin air, a quiet
certainty settles in: I’'m standing on the roof of Africa.

| smile—not big, not loud—just enough to say, yes, this was worth it.

The summit wasn’t just a place | reached. It was a night | endured. A sunrise that met me at the
crater rim. A version of myself who kept walking when stopping would have been easier.

Summit night taught me that doubt is loudest in the dark—and sunrise belongs to those who
keep walking anyway.



