Rwenzori Mountains — The World-Class Climbing Challenge of
Africa

Explore Rwenzori — Africa’s Hidden Alpine Wonder
Introduction

The Rwenzori Mountains, often called the “Mountains of the Moon”, are one of Africa’s most
dramatic and challenging mountaineering destinations. Rising to 5,109 meters above sea level,
Margherita Peak on Mount Stanley is the third-highest point in Africa, after Kilimanjaro and
Mount Kenya. The range straddles the Uganda—Congo border and forms part of the Rwenzori
Mountains National Park, a UNESCO World Heritage Site recognized for its exceptional natural
beauty, rare flora and fauna, and unique alpine ecosystems.

A Glimpse into History

The Rwenzori were first documented in 150 AD by the Greek geographer Ptolemy, who referred
to them as the “Mountains of the Moon,” believing they were the source of the Nile.

The first recorded ascent of Margherita Peak was achieved in 1906 by Luigi di Savoia, the Duke
of Abruzzi, and his expedition team. Since then, the Rwenzori have gained legendary status
among climbers for their raw wilderness, glacial peaks, and untamed beauty.

The Peaks of Rwenzori

The Rwenzori range consists of six major massifs, separated by deep valleys:

Mount Gessi (4,715 m)
Mount Luigi di Savoia (4,627 m)

1. Mount Stanley (5,109 m) — Highest peak; home to Margherita Peak
2. Mount Speke (4,890 m)

3. Mount Baker (4,843 m)

4. Mount Emin (4,798 m)

5.

6.

Each massif offers different levels of challenge, scenery, and ecosystems, making the Rwenzori a
paradise for both technical and nature-oriented climbers.

A UNESCO World Heritage Site

Declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1994, Rwenzori Mountains National Park protects
over 996 km? of alpine forests, moorlands, glaciers, and montane vegetation. It is home to over
70 mammal species and 217 bird species, including Albertine Rift endemics such as the
Rwenzori Turaco and Rwenzori Batis.



Best Season for Climbing
The Rwenzori can be climbed year-round, but the best conditions are during the dry seasons:

e December to February, and
e June to August.
During these months, trails are less slippery, and skies are clearer for mountain views.

Climbing Routes and Entry Points
There are two main access routes to the mountains:

1. Central Circuit Trail (Rwenzori Mountaineering Services — RMS)
o Starts at Nyakalengija (near Kasese)
o The classic and most established route to Margherita Peak
o 7-9 days round trip
2. Kilembe Trail (Rwenzori Trekking Services — RTS)
o Starts from Kilembe near Kasese town
o Longer but more scenic, offering diverse habitats and fewer crowds
o 8-10 days round trip

Both routes culminate at the glacier zone, where the final ascent to Margherita Peak requires
technical climbing skills and equipment.

Required Equipment for Summit Climbs

To safely reach Margherita Peak, climbers need specialized gear suitable for varying terrain
zones — from tropical forests to glaciated peaks:

Mountaineering boots (waterproof and insulated)
Crampons and ice axe

Helmet and harness

Ropes and carabiners (provided by guides)
Gaiters and trekking poles

Warm layered clothing (base, mid, outer shell)
Gloves, hat, and sunglasses

Waterproof backpack and rain gear

Sleeping bag rated for sub-zero conditions

Porters and experienced guides are mandatory and arranged through licensed mountaineering
services.

Why Rwenzori is Unique

Unlike Kilimanjaro or Mount Kenya, the Rwenzori are not volcanic but formed through tectonic
uplift. This creates:



e A variety of ecosystems, from tropical rainforests to glacial icefields within a few
kilometers

e Permanent snow and glaciers only 40 km from the Equator

Endemic flora, including giant lobelias, heather trees, and groundsels

o Fewer crowds and a more authentic wilderness experience

Rwenzori’s mystical atmosphere, mist-covered valleys, and surreal vegetation make it a
once-in-a-lifetime alpine experience.

Sustainability and Responsible Climbing

Rwenzori climbing is managed under strict sustainability principles to preserve its fragile
environment:

e Waste Management: Carry-in, carry-out policy for all litter

Eco-Trails: Maintenance using local materials to prevent erosion

e Local Employment: All guides, porters, and cooks are recruited from nearby
communities

e Renewable Energy: Use of solar power at mountain huts

Community Conservation Fees: Support local livelihoods and reforestation projects

e Minimal Glacier Impact: Controlled group sizes and route rotation to protect glacier
stability

These practices ensure that every climb contributes to both conservation and community welfare,
aligning with Uganda’s eco-tourism principles.

Summary

Feature Description

Highest Peak Margherita Peak — 5,109 m (3rd in Africa)

UNESCO Status World Heritage Site since 1994

Main Routes Central Circuit (RMS) & Kilembe Trail (RTS)

Duration 7-10 days expedition

Best Season Dec—Feb & Jun—Aug

Unique Traits Equatorial glaciers, endemic flora & fauna, few climbers

Focus on Sustainability Eco-trails, waste control, community-based tourism



