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1. Introduction 

 

You asked me if I go to church. I don’t go, that is my church. I think, eat 

and drink Mount Kenya. (Eric) 

 

This study is about the men who work as mountain guides on Mount Kenya and the 

different ways in which the mountain has been conceptualized, over time, through 

seeing the landscape and moving in it. My aim is to understand how the guides who 

walk the mountain for a living experience the landscape. Midway into my fieldwork I 

had an interesting encounter with an older guide, Eric. He was a busy man and now he 

was late for a meeting, but had arranged for another guide to take me to the forests of 

Mount Kenya, so we were driving fast on the road from Naro Moru to Nanyuki to the 

meeting place at Burguret. I was going to one of the Mau Mau caves with another 

traveller, who had already booked the guide and I sat in the back seat with him. As Eric 

finished the conversation he was having on the phone, he suddenly turned to the other 

traveller in the back seat and said: “You asked me if I go to church. I don’t go, that is 

my church” – pointing to the east, where the slopes of Mount Kenya rose above the tree 

tops, with the peak covered in clouds – “I think, eat and drink Mount Kenya.” 

 

Most of the guides on Mount Kenya are Gikuyus1 and the ethnic group traditionally saw 

the mountain as the abode of their God. The mountain is a notable and orienting feature 

in the Gikuyu landscape: traditional tribal lands border the mountain, mostly to the west 

and south, and the twin peaks of Mount Kenya have been visible to all the tribal areas. 

Early explorers and colonial settlers also saw Mount Kenya as a dominating landscape 

feature that they attempted to conquer to their name. Later, numerous tourists have 

climbed the mountain with a focus on reaching the peaks through their own efforts. 

Tourism has for the first time lead many Kenyans to the mountain as well, to work as 

their guides and porters. I will describe how these different landscape ideas come 

together today in the landscape ideas of the guides. 

 

                                                 
1 There are two established ways of spelling the name of the ethnic group, Kikuyu or Gikuyu. I am using 
the latter as this form is used by for example Jomo Kenyatta (Kenyatta 1959 [1938]) and Matthew 
Karangi (Karangi 2008). 
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Mountains throughout the world have attracted the attention of those living near them, 

both positive affiliation with life-bringing forces as well as negative associations with 

danger and ugliness. Very often, mountains have been attributed a sacred status and so 

Mount Kenya has also been the sacred point in the landscape for Gikuyus living around 

it. But whereas so many Gikuyus have only known Mount Kenya as the dominating 

point in the eastern sky, as the feature of the Gikuyu landscape, the men who work there 

as mountain guides have learned to know it through spending hundreds of days 

traversing the mountain, ascending and descending various routes, tying the memories 

of their treks to the features of the landscape. 

 

My interest in the guides and their ideas about the mountain was aroused as I first came 

in contact with them. My first contact with Mount Kenya, and with mountains in 

general for that matter, was in the summer of 2009. I can hardly recall why I wanted to 

climb a mountain, but I remember thinking that mountaineering is such an exiting, 

unusual and demanding experience that one has to try it once in a lifetime. I started to 

believe that this was something I had always wanted to do. 

 

After my first visit to the mountain, the discussions I had with the guides and the 

contradiction of their unique profession with the average Kenyan life experiences left 

me thinking. I kept returning to the same themes: the mountain as a landscape feature 

seen far away, experiencing the landscape through walking, experiences turned into 

stories shared among guides, as well as why tourists travel to Kenya to climb. From our 

discussions, it was clear that many guides were proud of their work on the mountain. 

What caught my attention was how guiding did not seem to be just any job for them: 

they had a keen interest in the features and history of the mountain, they had developed 

special skills in the profession and some also referred to the sacredness of the 

mountain.2 

 

Many of these manifold meanings of Mount Kenya are condensed in the quote above. 

The mountain is a traditionally sacred landscape seen far away, that fills up the lives of 

                                                 
2 I want to take this opportunity to thank the three guides that I got to know in 2009 and who welcomed 
me back in 2010. They shared their thoughts, memories and stories of the mountain, as well as their time 
and their homes with me, assisting me in so many ways and connecting me to others. I also want to thank 
Katja Uusihakala, my supervisor from the Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology at the 
University of Helsinki. My fieldwork was supported by a travel grant from the Faculty of Social Sciences 
at the University of Helsinki. 
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the guides, both on the mountain and in town. The mountain is constantly there, even if 

covered by clouds at times and the guides are always aware of the mountain as the 

highest point in the horizon. Yet the guides now also experience this high point in the 

landscape up close. Often Mount Kenya is also still associated with the sacred; it can be 

comparable in its meaning to the Church. 

 

 

1.1 Theoretical framework – the anthropology of place and landscape 

 

My aim in this thesis is to explore the way that both cultural constructs and personal 

experiences shape how landscape is known. My argument is that the Mount Kenya 

guides’ ideas of the landscape are affected by traditional ideas of the mountain, western 

cultural ideas of climbing and the landscape, as well as their perception and experience 

of the mountain through moving in the landscape. Thinking back on my first trip to the 

mountain in 2009, the themes of place and landscape felt extremely relevant to the 

mountain. The idea of a high mountain with rising slopes culminating in the peaks has 

drawn so many to climb through their own efforts to the highest point. 

 

Space and place are always around us, but difficult to see objectively and often outside 

our immediate perception. Places are complex constructions of cultural history, personal 

experiences and memories (Geertz 1996: 259-262). Space and place are basic 

components of the lived world that humans take for granted. The concepts of space and 

place are defined by each other, as space becomes places when experience it and our 

thoughts and feelings endow it with value (Tuan 1977: 3-6). Places are experienced 

through all the modes with which a person forms an idea of reality – the senses, 

symbolization, emotions and thoughts (Tuan 1974: 245). 

 

Before the 1980s, these themes were mostly taken for granted in anthropology (Geertz 

1996: 259-262). However, cultural geographers, for example Yi-Fu Tuan, wrote 

extensively on landscape, space and place. In his two landmark works on environmental 

values and attitudes from the 1970s, Topophilia and Space and Place, Tuan tries to find 

an overarching concept for human experience of space and place. Tuan argues that 

“space is transformed into place as it acquires definition and meaning” and prefers the 

terms space and place to landscape (Tuan 1977: 136). Many anthropologists have later 
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argued against space and place, for example Tim Ingold writes that space as a concept is 

too detached from experience (Ingold 2011: 146). Anthropologist Peter Kirby, on the 

other hand, writes that to be able to truly capture environmental experiences, we need to 

reconcile place with landscape (Kirby 2009: 11). 

 

What is landscape then? Is it a formation of the earth that we observe somewhere in the 

distance or the contours of the earth as we experience them? Cultural geographer John 

Wylie asks whether landscape is about proximity or distance, body or mind, immersion 

or observation: “Is landscape the world we are living in, or a scene we are looking at, 

from afar?” (Wylie 2007: 1-2) These tensions between the different definitions of 

landscape followed me all through this work. After all, the mountain has affected 

Gikuyu worldviews, colonial exploration and tourism as a single significant landscape 

formation, but the guides experience the mountain landscape through walking it and as 

formed of meaningful places. 

  

Dictionaries often define landscape as “that portion of land or scenery which the eye can 

view at once”, as an image of the land or as the land itself. Landscape is equated with 

scenery, an entity out in the world that can be objectively described. This idea has been 

prominent in geography: landscape is both the land and the way it is seen from a certain 

perspective, both “the phenomenon itself and our perception of it”, something that we 

see and a cultural way of seeing from a particular perspective (ibid.: 6-8). 

 

Ingold argues that landscape has wrongly been conceptualized primarily as a visual 

phenomenon and differentiates between landscape as seen and as experienced (Ingold 

2011: 97, 133). According to Ingold, landscape originally referred to the area used by an 

agrarian community, only later was it associated with something that is seen (ibid.: 

126). Peter Kirby argues that as landscape theories have often been influenced by the 

cultural history of western landscape ideas, landscape has come to mean a perspective 

on the environment  affected by cultural ideas (Kirby 2009: 11). I want to include both 

of these definitions in analyzing landscape ideas related to Mount Kenya. 

 

Tuan writes that the meanings of the terms nature, landscape and scenery have lost 

precision: landscape originally referred to the real world, but when adapted to the 

English language, it came to mean a prospect from a specific standpoint (Tuan 1974: 
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132-133). The Dutch origin of the term, landschap, signified either a unit of human 

occupation (Schama 1995: 10) or has a visual connotation of the land as perceived. The 

German landschäft, on the other hand, refers to the land itself as external space (Wylie 

2007: 21). Landscape can mean a representation of an extent of space, presented 

pictorially as a map or scene, but the land in landscape may have originally referred to 

the place or country of the people of a body politic (Olwig 2008: 81-83). Landscape can 

be said to associate people and place: “Danish landskab, German landschaft, Dutch 

landschap, and Old English landscipe combine two roots. ‘Land’ means both a place 

and the people living there. Skabe and schaffen mean ‘to shape’” (Whiston Spirn 1998: 

16-17). 

 

Cultural constructs are central to interpreting how the guides experience landscape. I 

will examine both traditional Gikuyu landscape ideas and the ideas early explorers 

brought with them, as all these have affected how guides see the landscape. In his book 

Landscape and Memory, British historian Simon Schama contends that landscape is not 

just something that exists out there on its own, it is the work of the mind on specific 

natural settings over time. Through human agency and perception, landscape is “built 

up as much from strata of memory as from layers of rock” (Schama 1995: 7). Schama 

argues that landscape is difficult to perceive outside cultural constructs: “Landscapes 

are culture before they are nature; constructs of the imagination projected onto wood 

and water and rock”. Once an idea or a myth is tied to the landscape, it tends to become 

a part of the scenery more real than the landscape itself (ibid.: 61). 

 

The traditional Gikuyu ideas that I will discuss in detail later on affect how guides 

perceive the mountain landscape. But landscape is never wholly natural or cultural, as 

personal experiences of the landscape are as important. Since the 1990s, both cultural 

geographers and anthropologists have increasingly written about landscape as 

experienced. There are various theories for how landscape is experienced, including 

ideas like sense of place and embodiment (Feld and Basso 1996, Olwig 2008 and Hirsch 

1996), topophilia (Tuan 1974) and dwelling (Merleau-Ponty 1962, Heidegger 1996 

[1956], Ingold 1993). These are all relevant and overlapping in their meanings, as many 

of them touch on the sentimental side of human attachment to the landscape. 
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Anthropologists Steven Feld and Keith Basso define their idea of experiencing the 

landscape as sense of place, which includes: “the relation of sensation to emplacement; 

the experiential and expressive ways places are known, imagined, yearned for, held, 

remembered, voiced, lived, contested, and struggled over; and the multiple ways places 

are metonymically and metaphorically tied to identities” (Feld & Basso 1996: 11). 

Relationships with places are lived whenever we become aware of a place, reflect on it 

and feel attached to it. The relation to place is richly lived when we attend to them, 

sense them and have memories aroused by places (Basso 1996b: 54-55). 

 

Tuan introduces the concept of topophilia, which he defines as a vivid and concrete 

personal experience of landscape, “the affective bond between people and place” (Tuan 

1974: 4). According to Tuan, humans often embody their feelings and thoughts in 

something tangible like places. Places may become centres of value that we 

acknowledge when we attend to them (Tuan 1977: 17). The affective ties humans have 

with the environment vary in intensity and mode of expression. When topophilia is 

strong, the place may remind of emotionally charged events or have symbolic value. 

The strongest are often feelings for a place that is home (Tuan 1974: 93). Basso argues 

that sense of place is felt most acutely, as displacement, when a person is no longer able 

to visit the place that is the object of affection (Basso 1996a: xiii). These ideas that 

show the sentimental side of attachment to places are also central to understanding the 

guides’ ideas of the landscape. 

 

The sense of place forms to the guides from their cultural notions, the way they 

experience the landscape through walking and the relations that they have with others 

working there. Biological characteristics of the human body, cultural variants, the 

surrounding environment and personal experiences all affect how a person perceives a 

landscape. Basso argues that sense of place is a part of the shared knowledge of a 

people – in this case both the Gikuyu ethnic group and the guides as a professional 

subculture – by which they render places meaningful (Basso 1996a: xiv). 

 

Stories and memories are also central themes in landscape anthropology. Towards the 

end of the thesis, I will go deeper into the ideas of sense of place and topophilia to 

describe how the guides experience the mountain. I will discuss how memories and 

stories of events on the mountain are tied to the landscape. According to Casey, the 
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relation between memory and place is profound. All memories depend on place and 

remembering situates us in a particular place and point of view (Casey 1987: 182-184). 

 

It is important to note that these theories do not suggest that places have voices of their 

own, but that places are animated by the thoughts of the persons who attend to them. 

Tuan notes that although topophilia is best related to large landscape features that 

appear to be natural units; certain environments do not inevitably arouse topophilic 

feelings (Tuan 1974: 101, 113, 163). Basso agrees with this conclusion: 

As natural ‘reflectors’ that return awareness to the source from which it 
springs, places also provide points from which to look out on life, to grasp 
one’s position in the order of things, to contemplate events from 
somewhere in particular. Human constructions par excellence, places 
consist in what gets made of them – in anything and everything they are 
taken to be – and their disembodied voices, immanent though inaudible, 
are merely those of people speaking silently to themselves (Basso 1996b: 
56). 

 

Related to this, there seems to be a difference in perspective between anthropology and 

cultural geography. To the geographer, the meaning of a place comes down to the place 

that is seen or experienced. The place itself has a sense of place. However, in 

anthropology, sense of place is felt by the person experiencing the landscape. The 

experience of a particular person or group is the research subject of anthropology. 

 

In both anthropology and cultural geography, the phenomenological approach to 

landscape has been prominent. Phenomenology began as a brand of continental 

philosophy that argues against Cartesian dualisms like mind/body, culture/nature and 

thought/reality and the idea that information provided by the senses is deceptive. To 

argue that this perspective does not truthfully describe human experience, 

phenomenology addresses subjectivity, knowledge and perception (Wylie 2007: 146-

147). I found the phenomenological approach very useful in analyzing guides’ practices 

of moving in the landscape. 

 

Tim Ingold argues that whereas space is presented cartographically through a “view 

from nowhere”, landscape is perceived through the body. Landscape is not external 

nature or an area that can be measured, but a quality of feeling and dwelling (Ingold 

1993: 153-154). The concept of dwelling was originally developed by the philosopher 
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Martin Heidegger, who defined dwelling as “the manner in which mortals are on earth” 

(Heidegger 1996 [1956]: 350). Phenomenology has also been influenced by another 

philosopher, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and his idea that the body is the basis of 

knowledge and existence, to the point that the human and landscape are intertwined 

(Merleau-Ponty 1962). 

 

Phenomenology and dwelling have been criticized of having a static, backward-looking 

understanding of landscape and later phenomenological approaches have turned to ideas 

of landscape as experienced through movement, with an emphasis on walking in the 

landscape (Ingold & Vergunst 2008). These ideas of movement felt most relevant for 

the subject of the guides in the mountain landscape. For example, anthropologist Carlos 

Mondragón (2009) argues that physical surroundings are not inhabited; they are 

produced through human interaction with and movement through the landscape. Spatial 

knowledge of plants and animals is acquired over many years through everyday acts 

like walking. These ideas are relevant for the mountain, as it is experienced through 

constant movement on the paths. 

 

As ideas of landscape as experienced through movement are important for my subject, I 

will explore walking, the main way of moving in the mountain landscape, both 

theoretically and through my own ethnographic material. I will look at both the 

particular ways of walking in the mountain and the origins of the idea of walking that 

lead to mountaineering. Walking has only recently become a research subject in its own 

right and may seem mundane at first, but there is a wealth of literature on walking, 

trekking and mountaineering. Moving in places has been studied through subjects like 

roaming the city (Careri 2002, de Certeau 1984) and pilgrimage (Coleman & Eade 

2004). Certain communities have often been analyzed for their walking practices, for 

example hunter-gatherers (Tuck-Po 2008) and nomads3.  Ethnography is well suited to 

study movement, as it allows for the everyday life, adaptability and improvisation. 

Kirby argues that anthropologists should always be sensitive to movement and 

                                                 
3 A notable line of study in the anthropology of movement in the landscape concentrates on nomads and 
their practices of movement. Nomads are continuously on the move and experience vast landscapes 
through movement. Morten Axel Pedersen (2009: 135-136) highlights the differences between sedentary 
and nomadic cultures and uses the actor-network theory to argue that because those with nomadic 
landscapes perceive landscape as infinite, they tend to highlight places more than spaces. Other notable 
works on nomadic movement include Careri 2002 and Humphrey & Sneath 1999. 
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engagement with surroundings should be a component of all ethnographies (Kirby 

2009: 10-11, 23). 

 

Marcel Mauss was one of the first to consider the social formation of walking 

techniques ethnographically in his 1934 Techniques of the Body. Later, the subject of 

walking has been thoroughly researched by author Rebecca Solnit in Wanderlust: A 

History of Walking (2001). Solnit takes the reader through the history of ways of 

walking and meticulously describes walking practices. One of the most influential 

anthropologists to write about experiencing landscape through movement is Tim Ingold. 

Moving on from the idea of dwelling, Ingold writes that lives are not lived in places, but 

we inhabit the earth as wayfarers and human existence unfolds along paths (Ingold 

2011: 148-149). The Ways of walking compilation from 2008, edited by Tim Ingold and 

Jo Lee Vergunst, explores walking practices in places where anthropologists have 

worked. Although ethnographers do much of their fieldwork on foot, they rarely reflect 

on walking itself. 

 

Walking as a universal skill is usually taken for granted, yet the differentiation of ways 

of walking is great. Walking is often done for practical purposes and unselfconsciously, 

but there are also many specialized forms of walking, with particular meanings (Solnit 

2001: 3). Therefore, walking is a most anthropological subject. Historian John A. 

Amato writes that walking is always connected to a time, society and condition. Ways 

of walking on the mountain depend on whether the walker is ascending or descending, 

carrying or enjoying a holiday, has just started off or is tired from previous days and 

struggling in high altitudes or moving on the lower slopes. It is affected by personal 

characteristics, gear used, external conditions and the distance of the walk (Amato 2004: 

3). All these conditions can be examined ethnographically. 

 

Lastly, I will examine the sanctity of the mountain and mountaineering as a form of 

pilgrimage. I will approach the theme of sacredness on Mount Kenya through spiritual 

experiences of the landscape and the idea of pilgrimage, an arduous journey to a place 

perceived as sacred in search of something intangible like personal transformation. 

Religious beliefs are only one motivation and pilgrimage may be a feeling of the 

sanctity of the journey and the landscape. I argue that Mount Kenya is a unifying 

symbol encompassing varying experiences and ideas of visitors. 
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The guides on Mount Kenya perceive the mountain through traditional cultural 

meanings and western influences, as well as their own landscape experiences. For the 

Gikuyus as a people, seeing Mount Kenya and its domination of the landscape has been 

important. On the other hand, the business of climbing is built on the desire of western 

tourists to walk and ‘conquer’ the mountain. This taste for the mountain landscape and 

the idea of mountaineering are arguably a part of western cultural history. Yet humans 

also tend to get attached to landscapes they are familiar with, through experiencing the 

landscape up close. These emotional ties to an environment may be formed no matter if 

the landscape is harsh and threatening. Whereas the average Gikuyu will only have the 

landscape ideas provided by tradition and seeing Mount Kenya, guides have 

experienced the landscape up-close. Views on the landscape of course also differed, but 

the mountain had a special meaning to guides and many had chosen to stay on the job 

because of their affections for the mountain. 

 

Through these ideas, I will examine how cultural constructs and personal experiences 

shape landscape ideas. Landscape is both observed in the distance and experienced up 

close, both adding to its meaning. I will describe how traditional ideas, western cultural 

influences and moving on the mountain, as well as the landscape itself, all affect the 

landscape experiences of the mountain guides. 

 

 

1.2 Ethnographic setting and fieldwork 

 

Mount Kenya is an extinct volcano in central Kenya, 175 km north-east of the capital 

Nairobi. It is the second highest mountain in Africa after Kilimanjaro. The two highest 

peaks on Mount Kenya, Batian 5 199 m and Nelion 5 188 m, rise together from the 

main massif, with secondary peaks around them. The peak that is most often climbed is 

Point Lenana, the third highest at 4 985 m (See Figure 1). Mount Kenya Forest Reserve 

spans the mountain slopes from 1 600 m to 3 100 m and areas higher than this form the 

Mount Kenya National Park. The lower slopes of Mount Kenya, especially on the south, 

are heavily populated and used to grow cash crops like coffee and tea. 

 

During my fieldwork period in 2010, I spent three months in Kenya, from May until 

July, with the assistance of a travel scholarship from the Faculty of Social Sciences of 
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the University of Helsinki. Most of that time I spent in Nanyuki, which is a small town 

with about 30 000 inhabitants and the centre of the climbing business. From Nanyuki I 

also visited the much smaller Naro Moru, about 20 km to the south. Both Nanyuki and 

Naro Moru are to the west of the mountain. Some guides also live in the town of 

Chogoria on the eastern side, but I have left it out of this research. 

 

 

Figure 1: Map of Mount Kenya National Park and surrounding areas. 
 

There are three well-established trekking routes to the peaks. Sirimon route starts from 

just outside Nanyuki and Naro Moru and Chogoria are named after the respective 

towns. Sirimon seems to be the most popular route, approaching the peaks from the 

north-west and crossing the equator near the park gate. Many visitors sleep in tents, but 

the main routes also have huts at proper intervals. On Sirimon route there is Old Moses 

hut at 3 300 m and Shipton’s Camp at 4 200 m. Chogoria route, starting from the 
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eastern side, is considered by many to be the most scenic, as the trail follows a high 

ridge with deep valleys on both sides. Chogoria route requires walking about 25 km in 

one day but has a gentle slope, whereby it is good for descending but tiring to ascend. 

On Chogoria there are no proper huts above 4 000 m, only Meru Bandas at the park gate 

at 3 000 m. 

 

The third main route, Naro Moru, approaches the peaks from the west. Naro Moru was 

the first well-established route and therefore has the park headquarters.  On Naro Moru, 

the Met Station hut is at 3 000 m and Mackinder’s Camp at 4 200 m. Another hut that is 

sometimes used is the Austrian Hut, below Point Lenana at 4 800 m. Three secondary 

trekking routes are also in use: Timau starts from the north, Burguret starts from 

between Nanyuki and Naro Moru, and Kamweti approaches the peaks from the south. 

 

I planned my fieldwork based on my first visit to Mount Kenya in 2009. During my 

three-month stay in 2010, I climbed the mountain twice on five-day treks, walking 

through all the main routes. On my first trek in 2009 as well as on my last trip I climbed 

Point Lenana, but on the first trek in 2010 we walked about half of the Summit Circuit 

that circles the peaks. 

 

The mountain was a demanding environment for fieldwork, with no electricity or 

facilities for washing and only the food that is carried there. I could not take all the 

things that I wanted with me to the mountain. Visitors, including myself, and 

occasionally the guides and porters suffer from headaches, diarrhoea, nausea and sleep 

deprivation. At the same time, these experiences are an important part of moving in the 

mountain and surviving in the austere environment is part of the guides’ work. 

 

Walking as an ethnographic research subject posed many practical challenges and I had 

to learn new ways of walking. When discussing with the guides while walking, we tried 

to walk side by side on a narrow trail and I had to keep moving my eyes from the 

notebook to the informant and to the path to avoid stumbling. Sometimes it was too 

difficult to talk at all, if the trail kept winding through a rocky forest or we could not 

keep to the trail as it was too muddy. Walking is also a social activity: the feet respond 

in their rhythm to the presence of others and their actions (Ingold & Vergunst 2008: 1) 

and the guides seemed to quickly learn to speak at the pace of my writing, taking short 
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pauses in speaking. I usually wrote in a small notebook while walking and in the 

evenings I wrote the notes to a bigger notebook in the huts. 

 

During my fieldwork, I interviewed or had long discussions with altogether 14 guides. I 

also talked to the elderly father of a guide, who told me about the history of the Nanyuki 

area and with the owner of a large climbing company. Eight of the guides I met only 

once, usually during a meeting for which I had prepared a semi-structured interview. 

Quite a few times I also had to jump at an interview without much preparation for that 

specific meeting. With six guides I met more than once and I also visited five climbing 

companies. Coming to Kenya and leaving the country, I met two guides in Nairobi. 

 

I introduced my work to the guides by telling them that I wanted to write about working 

as a guide on Mount Kenya and their ideas of the mountain. This was usually met with 

enthusiasm. At first I met with the guides I had climbed with in 2009, Peter, John and 

Paul4, to get a good idea of their lives and work. I will describe the life of guides and 

porters through the lives of these main informants. I feel that one of my successes with 

the fieldwork was that I got to know four guides very well. I often visited two of their 

homes and lived with one guide’s family for some weeks. I got to take part in their lives 

at home, in town and on the mountain. 

 

In 2009, when I first met him, Paul was just under 30 years old. He was from the 

countryside outside Nanyuki, where he lives in his own house within his parents’ 

compound, along with many siblings and his two children. I spent several weeks at his 

farm during my fieldwork. Paul was usually a cook or a guide during high season, rarely 

a porter anymore. He also had other income from farming and cattle. Peter lived outside 

Nanyuki with his wife and four children. He owned some fields and one cow. He had 

started working in the mountain at an older age than most, but had visited Mount Kenya 

before that. He worked as a porter during low season and as a guide during high season. 

John was one of six brothers working on the mountain and had started this work after 

his older brothers. He was from Nanyuki, but all the brothers now lived in Nairobi. He 

only worked as a guide and had at least some clients during low season as well. 

 

                                                 
4 The names of all the informants in this thesis have been changed to pseudonyms to preserve their 
anonymity. 



 
 
14 
 

Most of the guides I discussed with had started as porters when they were young, come 

to love the mountain and continued on working there. Peter was a curious case, as he 

used to visit Mount Kenya even before he started working there. This was before the era 

of high park fees, as his relative was one of the early guides and used to take Peter with 

him. Peter was the first of his siblings to get a job and therefore he helped to educate his 

older brothers. When he got married, Peter bought a small plot in Nanyuki and in 1999 

he started to build the house where he now lives. 

 

The first jobs on the mountain Peter got in 2002 through his relative. He climbed twice, 

but the jobs were scarce and he had another part-time job. From 2005 he started to know 

more men on the mountain and got four to five jobs a year. Over the years, visitors kept 

coming and during the high seasons he climbed five to ten times, until in 2008 there was 

a dramatic drop after the Kenyan presidential election clashes and raised park fees. In 

the beginning of the 21st century, park fees used to be 10 US dollars per person per day, 

until they jumped to 55 US dollars in 2007.  

 

For some boys living at the base of the mountain, there were not a lot of options after 

finishing school. As a young boy in Nanyuki, before going to college, Paul did not 

know about mountain guiding, but the tourism industry in general appealed to him. The 

wealth that the tourism industry had brought for some affected local ideas of the work. 

As a child, Paul used to think that those who work with whites have a lot of money and 

at school they used to tease the tour guides’ children. This image led many to aim for a 

career in tourism, but not specifically in mountaineering. None of the guides had had 

any hopes of permanently working on the mountain until their first trip, as mountain 

guiding is not well known even around Nanyuki. Paul went to college to study to 

become a tour driver, but when he was first employed on the mountain in 2002, he 

realized that this was what he wanted to do for a living. He only had to porter for three 

months until he became a cook, as he had learned cooking in college. 

 

John had wanted to join the Kenyan Air Force in Nanyuki, but as he was idle after 

finishing secondary school, his older brothers took him to the mountain. They were 

eight brothers and only two are not employed on the mountain. His first time to the 

mountain was when his brother had a group of eleven Germans and one of his porters 
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just took off, so John was asked to come. That was the first time he saw snow, as it 

snowed just before Shipton’s Camp. 

 

Many of the guides that I talked to had worked on the mountain for almost twenty years. 

A guide who had started in 1986 had been on the mountain the longest out of those that 

I talked to. Steven, who led a climbing company in Nanyuki, had climbed for nearly 20 

years. His parents were squatters next to Bantu Lodge, where he was also employed in 

construction. He described himself as very lucky when they hired him as a porter one 

time. His parents could not afford for him to study, but he was happy that life had taken 

him to the mountain. He quickly took a liking to the mountain and advanced to a 

leading guide. As he eventually got into a conflict with the hotel management, he 

described how “I just took the porters and left, because this is our mountain”. 

 

Leaving for the field in 2010 and having already visited the mountain before, I planned 

to look into how the guides conceive of the mountain through discussing places in the 

landscape and their experiences there: the trails and untouched areas, valleys and peaks, 

as well as place names, landmarks and events that took place on the mountain. We 

discussed how places change over time and with seasons, whether they think of the trek 

in hours or kilometres and how the body acclimatizes. I tried to spend time with the 

guides in different settings: on the mountain, in town and in their homes. When I 

discussed with guides off the mountain, we often walked outside town, with the 

mountain in view. 

 

Altogether, I recorded about nine hours of interviews and took notes from other 

discussions. With the guides I was closest to I had many informal discussions and took 

notes when we ended up talking about relevant subjects. Due to working in the tourism 

industry, all the guides spoke fluent English, as did most other inhabitants of Nanyuki. I 

therefore interviewed them in English; only with one person I also used Swahili. When 

quoting the guides, I have mostly not corrected their English, as it was always 

comprehensible. The guides and porters talked to each other in their native tongue 

Gikuyu, whereby I was mostly unable to follow their discussions with each other. 

 

Guiding and especially working as a porter is predominantly a male occupation and all 

the people I interviewed were men. I heard of one or two female guides and one female 
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porter, but never met them5. However, the division of the sexes for tourists on the 

mountain is fairly balanced and thereby mountain climbing was not assumed by the 

guides to be a specifically masculine endeavour. I acknowledge that the female 

perspective is missing from this thesis on the side of informants6. I have addressed this 

problem through selecting a specific focus group, Gikuyu men who work as guides. 

Besides Gikuyu women, I have also excluded the guides from Chogoria town, as they 

are mostly part of the Meru ethnic group. 

 

I feel that the fact that I am a young white woman as well as the fact that I do not speak 

Gikuyu would have posed a bigger problem had I pursued to write about the guides as 

an occupational group, but not so much with the landscape theme. Had I studied the 

guides and porters as an occupational group, as a young white woman it would have 

been difficult for me to spend time with groups of men in Nanyuki town. On the 

mountain, however, it was more natural for us to move together. 

 

What probably affected my fieldwork more than my gender was my position as a white 

outsider. However, the guides were used to foreigners and their behaviour towards me 

differed from that of the common people in Nanyuki. For example, they did not ask me 

much about life in Finland like other people in Nanyuki often did, because they had had 

so many chances at that with their clients. This of course changed with those guides 

who became my main informants, as they formed a closer relationship with me than 

they had with other foreigners. I was no longer a typical tourist, as I took a keen interest 

in their work. Yet I am sure that in the eyes of many of the guides, I retained a tourist 

identity, as I was still there only temporarily and would eventually return to my country. 

 

Going to the field, I knew that the themes I wanted to focus on were challenging ones 

for an anthropologist just starting out. I realized that my own inexperience as a 

researcher and the short duration of the fieldwork might lead to a lack of ethnographic 

material, especially as knowledge on landscape ideas may not always be easily 

verbalized. However, in the end, walking in the landscape turned out to be a very 

                                                 
5 In this light, it is interesting that according to Gikuyu traditions, carrying heavy loads was a woman’s 
job. Men, on the other hand, did the work of herding the flocks (Kenyatta 1959 [1938]: 54). The work of 
guides and porters combines the aspects of carrying heavy loads and walking long distances away from 
home, and may attract men as it is a relatively well-paid job. 
6 Edmunds W. Bunkse (1978) argues that the majority of landscape knowledge in general has been 
collected from men. 
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productive research subject and I was surprised how well the guides were able to 

elaborate on the ways of walking and carrying. To most of us walking is so ordinary 

that we would have difficulties describing it, but walking is a central component of 

mountain work and the guides’ bodies were their most important tools. 

 

To find out about how the body is used in walking and carrying in the mountain 

landscape, I asked the guides and porters how they carry heavy loads, what techniques 

they have and how they feel the altitude. How did they get used to the walking and was 

it hard at first? Do they feel different in the beginning of the trip than in the end? How 

can they judge the clients abilities to walk? I observed how they walked, carried and 

took breaks, as well as how they divide loads, helped clients and whether they walked 

together or alone. 

 

One question often raised in ethnographic research is how anthropologists can know 

what informants think or feel. Keith Basso argues that places and their meanings are 

woven to the fabric of social life and the ethnographer has to determine their meaning 

through myths, art and discussions. Basso describes how his own fieldwork unfolded 

chronologically from raw experiences to analysis: “Mulling over imperfect field notes, 

sorting through conflicting intuitions, and beset by a host of unanswered questions, the 

ethnographer must somehow fashion a written account that adequately conveys his or 

her understanding of other people’s understandings.” Basso terms this type of research 

“the ethnography of lived topographies” (Basso 1996b: 56-58). 

 

In my thesis, I base my arguments on a combination of theoretical insights from other 

writers, my analysis of discussions with the guides and what I could interpret from their 

behaviour and speech. When discussing the ideas of landscape as a view and as a way 

of seeing, I will look at various texts on Mount Kenya written by the early explorers. 

Yi-Fu Tuan writes that articulation of environmental attitudes is difficult, but literature 

often provides detailed information on how humans perceive the world (Tuan 1974: 49). 

He regrets that researchers tend to leave out what we cannot express in scientific 

language, as we should also try to describe the experience of being-in-the-world (Tuan 

1977: 200-201). On the other hand, when writing about the ways of walking of the 

guides, I will mostly rely on observations and interviews. This emphasis on practices of 
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landscape also shifts the methodology of this thesis from interpretive and discursive 

analysis in the beginning to ethnographic methods and participant observation. 

 

I found the themes of landscape and walking as well as the continuing cultural 

importance of the mountain to be the most interesting theoretical questions that I could 

relate to the mountain guides and this also directed my attention in field. A certain 

approach is always a theoretical choice that leaves out many other points of view. The 

mountain is of course also a work environment, where the guides and porters serve 

clients, meet colleagues and form social relations. I also came to learn the history of the 

profession and the occupational culture of the guides and porters. The men had their 

own professional terms, places in town, jokes and stories of encounters with clients. All 

this amounts to a veritable guide and porter subculture in Nanyuki. In the second 

chapter of this thesis I will write about this as well as existing anthropological literature 

on mountain guides: Sherry Ortner’s approach on the Himalayan Sherpas is to try to 

understand climbing as a cultural encounter and what drives Sherpas to climb. 

 

In the third chapter, I will explore the ideas of landscape as a view and as a way of 

seeing through introducing both traditional Gikuyu ideas of Mount Kenya and western 

landscape ideas that lead to mountaineering. Although mountains have intrigued people 

around the world, mostly the desire to climb mountains has evolved through the ideas of 

walking for pleasure in the west. Cultures of landscape like trekking were brought to 

Mount Kenya first by explorers and then by British settlers. In the fourth chapter, I will 

go on to describe experiencing the mountain landscape and rootedness in place through 

phenomenological theories. I will especially explore how perception of landscape is 

changed as it is perceived on the move. The fifth chapter will focus on spiritual 

experiences of the landscape and mountaineering as a form of pilgrimage.  

 

 

1.3 The Gikuyu ethnic group 

 
There are over eight million Gikuyus in Kenya, making them the largest of the more 

than forty ethnic groups in the country. The traditional Gikuyu homelands in central 

Kenya spread out from the slopes of Mount Kenya especially to the south towards 

Nairobi, but Gikuyus now also dominate areas west of the mountain. Gikuyus form the 
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majority in both Nanyuki and Naro Moru, although these were originally Maasai areas. 

The neighbouring ethnic groups share many cultural traits with the Gikuyu: the Embu 

and Meru to the north-west, the Kamba in the south and the Maasai in the west.  

 

The Kenyan archaeologist L. S. B. Leakey estimates that Gikuyus formed a coherent 

entity by the late 16th century and grew in numbers so that they had to find new areas to 

live in. By the early 19th century, when the Imperial British East African Company 

came to what is now central Kenya, Gikuyus dominated the southern parts of the 

highlands. Gikuyu lived by farming and 19th century travellers described the highlands 

as a vast garden, with villages in the forests fortified against the pastoral Maasai 

(Leakey 1953: 2, 8-10). In 1890 the population of Kenya was about three million and 

roughly three quarters lived in the highlands of central Kenya. In the 1890s, a 

devastating epidemic of famine, rinderpest and smallpox led the Maasai and the Gikuyu 

to abandon some of their areas and the British turned the highlands into their 

protectorate in just ten years in 1895-1905 (Berman & Lonsdale 1992: 19-24). 

 

Only 14 % of Kenyan land is arable, but the central highlands to the west and south of 

Mount Kenya are the most fertile area. The pleasantly cool climate and proximity to 

Nairobi attracted settlers to the area and the area north of Nairobi was named the White 

Highlands. At the same time, Gikuyus were made to live in Native Reserves and hut 

taxes placed by the colonial administration forced them to wage labour on European 

farms and towns (Berman & Lonsdale 1992: 19, 38-39, 104-112). In the 1920s, there 

were about 150 European settlers around Nanyuki, quite isolated from the rest of the 

White Highlands by the Gikuyu areas in between (Duder & Youé 1994: 253-254). 

There were up to 10 000 settlers in the whole area by 1920, when Kenya became an 

official British colony (Berman & Lonsdale 1992: 240-241). 

 

In 1925, the Gikuyu Central Association (KCA) was formed, demanding return of the 

lands taken. The support for traditional customs expressed by the KCA and the many 

semi-traditional sects that appeared since the 1930s led the colonial administration to 

perceive KCA as an atavistic rejection of Western influences (ibid.: 240-241). After the 

First World War, Gikuyu politics turned militant due to various socio-economic 

grievances. In the White Highlands, agricultural workers had low wages; in the Gikuyu 
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reserves, population growth put pressure on sources of livelihood and in towns, Gikuyu 

labourers were affected by inflation and crowding (Berman & Lonsdale 1992: 228-229). 

 

In 1944, the Kenya African Union (KAU) was formed and Jomo Kenyatta soon 

returned to Kenya to lead the movement (ibid.: 248-251). The best known Gikuyu of all 

time, Kenyatta had spent years out of the country. As a student of anthropology at the 

London School of Economics under Bronislaw Malinowski, Kenyatta wrote Facing 

Mount Kenya (1938) on the Gikuyus (ibid.: 281). 

 

In October 1952 the British declared a State of Emergency as demands expressed by 

Gikuyus culminated in the Mau Mau rebellion of 1952-1960 (ibid.: 227). In the 

uprising, the Gikuyus along with Meru and Embu and some Maasai and Kamba, fought 

as guerrillas in the forests of the Aberdares and Mount Kenya. Only three months into 

the conflict, over 20 000 fighters were already in the forests (Anderson 2003: 156). 

Fighters lived in forest camps, supported by food from villages, hunting and gathering 

(Odhiambo & Lonsdale 2003: 178-182). As a heritage of the Mau Mau struggle, the 

forests of Mount Kenya form a significant landscape to Gikuyu history. In the forests 

around the mountain, caves and waterfalls next to hiding places remind of the events of 

this era and school groups from Nanyuki often visited the Mau Mau caves to learn about 

history. 

 

The Mau Mau has been a difficult issue in Kenyan history. Caroline Elkins has argued 

that during the uprising, more than a million Gikuyus were detained in camps, where 

they suffered torture and death (Elkins 2005). The British finally granted independence 

to Kenya in 1964, with Kenyatta as the first president. Elkins writes that fifty years 

later, “Mau Mau participants and their families are still trying to reconcile their 

involvement in the movement with post-colonial Kenya and, ultimately, with what it 

means to be Gikuyu” (Elkins 2003: 219). 
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1.4 Trekking on Mount Kenya 

 

Climbing on Mount Kenya has evolved from early explorers and slow-paced 

independent trekking parties to a steady flow of hundreds of commercial tourists a year. 

I will describe climbing on Sirimon and Chogoria routes, as they are the routes that I 

know best. A standard trek on Mount Kenya usually takes three to four nights and four 

to five days, and begins from the park gate of the route early in the morning to avoid the 

mid-day heat and downpours. Porters often stay behind at the gate to arrange the loads, 

while the guide and clients start off. Porters divide the loads among themselves and tie 

their own belongings in small plastic bags to the clients’ bags. Porters tend to walk fast 

and will be able to pass the guide and the clients, making it to the first resting place to 

prepare lunch. At the beginning of a trek, the whole group tries to get a feel of the 

journey ahead and to get into a good pace of walking. 

 

The equatorial climate and altitude changes have formed zones of vegetation on the 

mountain. The lower forest zone from 1 900 m to 2 400 m above sea level is dominated 

by liana-covered trees and ferns. The southern and eastern slopes are the wettest; on the 

western side the climate is drier and the forest consists of smaller conifers (Kenya 

Wildlife Service: 14-15). The first day’s walk up to 3 300 m also passes through the 

bamboo zone on Chogoria. Trees grow up to the altitude of 3 000 m and at the heath 

zone from 3 000 to 3 500 m, giant heathers stand up to four metres high. In open places, 

blond tussock grass forms fields of small mounds that the trails pass through. Animals 

are commonly seen during the first and last day, especially during low season from 

September to November and from February to mid-June. 

 

Dirt roads lead to each of the lowest huts on all routes, Old Moses Hut on Sirimon, 

Meru Bandas on Chogoria and Met Station on Naro Moru. On Sirimon and Naro Moru, 

the first day of trekking requires less than 10 kilometres of walking on the road. 

Although the first day on the road is the easiest for tourists, porters have a lot to carry in 

the beginning of the trek. In addition to the heavy bags, most have items like a cooker or 

a container of cooking oil in their hands as well (See Figure 2). Weight is reduced 

towards the end of the trek as there is less food to carry and one strategy of managing 

the loads was to cook the heavier foods like potatoes on the first day and leave lighter 

foods like spaghetti to the last days. 
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Figure 2: Walking on the road before Old Moses with the huge loads of the first day. 
 

The whole trip is formed of the ascent and the descent and the days are divided into 

moving and resting. Walking is often solitary and trekkers mingle more in the huts. On 

each day and for each route, there are regular spots where groups stop for breaks. On the 

first day on Sirimon there is a tree on the route about one hour’s walk from the gate 

which is used for resting. John said it is almost like a natural place to stop at, because 

you have walked for an hour, the tree provides shade and there is a place to sit for the 

clients. Another spot by the road, Cona Mbaya (bad corner), where the road makes a 

sharp turn, is used as the lunch point. 

 

The first day finishes early in the afternoon as groups reach Old Moses on Sirimon or 

Met Station on Naro Moru. On Chogoria groups camp in tents. Even though the walk 

has not been very long, most clients are tired because of the thin air and show signs of 

altitude sickness: difficulties sleeping, headaches, nausea and stomach problems. 

Exhaustion, ailments and aches in the body are a common subject of discussion among 

tourists. Clients will spend the evening resting and getting to know other climbers. 

Guides occasionally check on them, while porters cook meals in the kitchen hut. 

 

Old Moses Hut has an office for the caretaker, a kitchen shed, a large common room 

and small rooms with bunk beds. The hut walls only have one layer of boards with no 
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insulation. Only Meru Bandas at Chogoria park gate provides firewood and hot 

showers. At all camps, tourists stay in the main huts, while guides and porters have their 

own, smaller huts. During high season, even more hut space will be reserved for clients. 

Guides told me that during high season, the huts may get so crowded that clients have to 

eat in turns as not everyone can fit around the table and two people might sleep in one 

bed. Caretakers work at huts for two weeks at a time and despite the company of the 

guides and porters, during the low season they may be alone for many days. 

 

On the second day, groups start off early in the morning. Only a small trail goes up the 

roughly 16 km to the second huts. Clients will again start off earlier, but porters catch 

up quickly. As one starts the walk from Old Moses, there is a view of the peaks straight 

ahead, until they disappear from view as the trail descends down to a valley (See Figure 

3). On Sirimon, trekkers are challenged by the trail moving from one valley to another, 

climbing over a ridge and descending again. 

 

 

 

Figure 3: At Old Moses the road ends and climbers start off on a narrow trail. 
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The second day is more demanding than the first, with higher slopes to climb, harder 

terrain and higher altitudes. During these 16 kilometres many develop more symptoms 

of altitude sickness. I had an excruciating headache on my first visit and many others 

vomited on the way. As the day’s trip takes longer, it is likely that the afternoon rains 

fall before groups reach the huts. The first resting point on Sirimon on the second day is 

“the junction”, where the trail forks for Likii North Hut. Mid-way on the second day 

groups reach the Viewpoint, where the peaks can be seen on a clear day (See Figure 4). 

 

 

Figure 4: Porters taking a rest at the Viewpoint on Sirimon. 
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Figure 5: Terere 4 714 m and Sendeyo 4 704 m border Mackinder’s Valley. 
 

After the viewpoint, the trail descends into Mackinder’s Valley, where smaller peaks 

and ridges as well as Terere 4 714 m and Sendeyo 4 704 m rise on both sides and the 

main peaks are ahead (See Figure 5). Groups reach the Lunch Point down in the valley 

at around noon and porters wait with lunch by the Likii River. 

 

Above 3 500 m lays a spectacular and surreal landscape with giant groundsels and 

lobelias (See Figure 6). The hyrax, a small animal resembling a guinea pig, inhabits this 

zone. Above the tree line vegetation is low and the line of sight reaches much further. 

When ascending or descending a steep slope, climbers can see from one vegetation zone 

to another and how plants from two zones mix up. Climbers encounter impressive 

sceneries and within a day’s trek note changes in the environment that would otherwise 

require moving hundreds of kilometres over different latitudes. 

 

After the Lunch Point on Sirimon, there is one last demanding climb at Shipton’s Cave, 

before the path meanders for a few kilometres to Shipton’s Camp at 4 200 m, right 

below the peaks. By this time, most clients have either severe headaches or stomach 

problems. An acclimatization day is recommended at the higher huts: trekkers may 

spend two nights at the hut, but climb higher during the day (See Figures 7 – 9). 
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Figure 6: Huge lobelias in Mackinder’s Valley create a surreal environment. 
 

 

Figure 7: An unexpected snow storm at Shipton’s Camp in June. 
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Figure 8: A view of the peaks from Shipton’s Camp. 
 

Natural phenomena on the mountain may be intriguing and eerie: the clouds are often 

very near by the end of the first day, blocking the sky like a low roof. Higher up, clouds 

float into valleys below the walker. All in all, the mountain is very tranquil and serene. 

On many of the days I have spent on the mountain, there were no others to be seen all 

day, except at the huts. Usually starting from the first evening, people start to forget 

about the world outside and only focus on the mountain and the task ahead. The feeling 

gets stronger as phones lose coverage on the second day of climbing. 

 

Conceptions of time on the mountain are affected by seasonality, the four to five day 

trek and each day’s journey, measurable by both time and distance. Space and time can 

be used to measure the same experience and Tuan attempts to relate time to the concept 

of space, as it is implied in ideas of movement. Tuan argues that time is more often used 

to measure distance because units of time convey a sense of effort that appeals to human 



 
 
28 
 

experience (Tuan 1977: 119, 129). On Mount Kenya, guides measure distance in time, 

not kilometres. However, salaries seemed to be based on distance, for example a porter 

carrying bags from town straight to the second hut was entitled to two days’ wages. 

 

 

Figure 9: Descending from Hausberg Col at 4 600 m to Shipton’s Camp below. 
 

 

The climb is often a most overwhelming experience for tourists. On each journey, the 

excitement of the first day turns to apprehension and fear when approaching the peaks, 

followed by the arduous climb to the peak, exhilaration and triumph on top, finishing in 

exhaustion. Anthropologist Tim Edensor describes the sentiments felt on a long walk as 

a heightened sensitivity to matter and space: “After a few days, a deeper, non-cognitive, 

sensual form of appreciation developed for the terrain traversed, experienced through 

the feet and legs, promoting an adaptation to the environment through heightened sense 

of corporeal balance” (Edensor 2008: 132). 
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Figure 10: A profile of Mount Kenya from the West with routes and selected places. 
 

 

Figure 11: The peak area of Mount Kenya. 
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Most tourists climb to Point Lenana at 4 985 m, as Batian and Nelion, 5 199 m and 5 

188 m respectively, require advanced skills in technical climbing. Climbing to Point 

Lenana is a separate endeavour where the guide and clients leave for the peak at three in 

the night with their headlamps showing the way. Porters wake up earlier to prepare tea 

and biscuits, but they will use their own route to avoid the peak. The three-hour climb to 

the peak may be a terrifying experience, climbing and crawling up a steep scree slope in 

the dark, constantly afraid that someone in the slowly meandering line may trip and 

cause those walking behind to fall as well. Walking is no longer a rhythmic move of the 

feet, but crawling, balancing and climbing over large rocks to reach Point Lenana. 

 

If there is only one guide, this will set the pace for the whole group. If one person needs 

to turn back, the trip is compromised for the whole group and it can be aggravating 

when one in the group is slower than others. The goal is to reach Point Lenana for 

sunrise and during the last half an hour of climbing, there is a shimmer of light in the 

horizon. Looking up at the peak in the twilight, it always looks like there is only one 

more rock formation to cross, but when approaching the summit, the peak seems to be 

always moving further. For those who fail to reach the peak, the whole trip may seem 

like an anticlimax (See Figures 12-14). 

 

The summit may get crowded even off-season as groups from all routes convene there 

for sunrise. Climbers usually stay at the summit for less than half an hour, admiring the 

view from the highest point they will reach. Lorimer and Lund write that in British 

recreational culture, determined walking changes to slow wandering on summits, as 

there is no higher ground to be reached. The summit is a natural place for admiring the 

surroundings and the climb undertaken. Discussing the view and identifying landmarks 

in the panorama are acceptable social practices among strangers as well (Lorimer & 

Lund 2008: 188-189). The climber is meant to linger at the peak and show that they are 

able to appreciate the scenery and describe the experience. Hurrying down would mean 

that one has not internalized the idea of climbing. 
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Figure 12: A procession of climbers approaching Point Lenana by Harris Tarn at 
sunrise, after a two and a half hour climb from Shipton’s Camp. 

 

Figure 13: View from Point Lenana to Austrian Hut and Lewis Glacier. 
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Figure 14: An international prayer group on Point Lenana at sunrise. 
 

 

After the experience of standing at the summit and taking in the views, there is still an 

arduous climb down. Usually groups will descend from the peaks all the way down to 

the lowest huts. Chogoria is a popular route for descending and many groups walk a 

total of 27 kilometres on this third or fourth day to reach Meru Bandas, stopping at 

Minto’s Hut and Road Head, from where a very poor road reaches the Nithi River. The 

walk from Minto’s Hut to Road Head has some of the most spectacular sceneries on 

Mount Kenya, as the path follows a high ridge with valleys on both sides. A cliff named 

the Temple borders Gorges Valley, formed by the Nithi River that drops from Lake 

Michaelson to the bottom of the valley as Vivian Falls (See Figures 15-16). 
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Figure 15: Gorges Valley with the peaks, the Temple, Lake Michaelson and Vivian 
Falls. 

 

Figure 16: Walking in the Chogoria forest. 
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Descending after the ascent of the peak is often quiet, meditative and solitary walking. 

By this time, clients are so tired that they usually cease to talk. It is common to only 

note the observations of the landscape, walking and the body to others and subjects no 

related to the mountain are discussed less closer to the peaks. On the first and last day 

on the road trekkers talk, observe and walk together, side by side. In the middle of the 

trip, higher up on the mountain trails, trekkers walk in a line. To be able to discuss, 

climbers struggle to walk next to each other or the one in front has to turn around to be 

heard. As Tuan writes, “Alone one’s thoughts wander freely over space. In the presence 

of others they are pulled back by an awareness of other personalities who project their 

own worlds onto the same area” (Tuan 1977: 59). 

 

Writing about hill-walking in Scotland, Vergunst notes that social relations are often 

apparent during hiking. 

While hiking in a group is generally a very sociable experience, walking 
up a steep hill is usually undertaken without talking – the personal effort 
and concentration of climbing take precedence – one walker commented 
to me after an ascent: ‘you’ve just got to take it at your own pace, haven’t 
you’. Groups often break up at the bottom of the hill and reconvene at the 
top (…) On the way down a group can become similarly strung out as the 
techniques of walking downhill are practiced: keeping low to the ground 
and testing the path before putting weight on it, for example (Vegunst 
2008: 116). 

 

While descending, it is common to spend one more night on the mountain, at the lowest 

huts. The very last day is quite like the first, walking on the road. At the end of each 

trip, either at the park gate or at a restaurant in town, the guide and porters have a wash, 

change back to their town clothes and are given tips by clients. Many guides and porters 

carry the extra set of clean clothes all the way through the mountain. Porters head back 

home; if the trip has finished in Chogoria, they take a bus for half the Mount Kenya ring 

road. Guides may head off with the tourists back to Nairobi. 

 

Having introduced trekking on Mount Kenya, I will describe the profession of the 

guides and life outside the mountain. I will then discuss the idea of landscape as a view 

and a way of seeing and later landscape as experienced through movement. In the end, I 

hope to give an idea of how the landscape ideas of the guides combine traditional 

Gikuyu ideas, western notions and personal experience of the landscape. 
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2. Mount Kenya guides and porters 

 
The history of mountaineering is about the firsts, mosts, and disasters, but 
behind the dozens of famous faces are countless mountaineers whose rewards 
have been entirely private and personal. What is recorded as history seldom 
represents the typical, and what is typical seldom becomes visible as history (…) 
(Solnit 2001: 143). 
 
When you do this job, it comes from the heart. I might have been offered better 
jobs during the years, but I declined them. (John) 

 

I will start from the towns at the foot of Mount Kenya to describe the lives of the 

mountain guides – where they live, how they are trained and the seasonal nature of the 

job. Their homes, the town and the mountain were clearly three different arenas of life, 

in each of which they have different roles. Despite the tough competition, hard work 

and seasonal income, the guides had decided to keep working in the mountain, many of 

them simply because they could no longer imagine not going to the mountain.  

 

The men who work on Mount Kenya can be grouped by the type of work they do into 

guides, cooks and porters. Porter is the general term that also covers guides. The term 

brings to mind someone who carries the heavy bags of tourists, for low wages, on a 

mountain in a developing country. The occupation of mountain porter is world-famous 

through the great Himalayan expeditions that rely on Sherpas, an ethnic group living 

near Mount Everest that have helped climbers since the beginning of the 20th century. 

They are also the most researched group of mountain workers in anthropology. 

Although many have become rich businessmen, most remain “silent partners to the 

international mountaineers, carrying supplies, establishing routes, fixing ropes, cooking, 

setting up camps, sometimes saving the climbers’ lives, and sometimes dying 

themselves in the process” (Ortner 1999: 4). 

 

Sherpas have defined mountaineering as well as been defined by it, but the Gikuyus as 

an ethnic group are not defined by mountaineering in any way. There is no word for 

either guide or porter in the Gikuyu language; the men simply used corrupted forms of 

English like boda and gaidi. I was told that the possible terms for porter in Gikuyu were 

not very flattering: 

These words have been there from many years ago, during the time of 
slave trade and it came up in recent, during the time of mountaineering 
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started. And that’s how it has been used, that this man is to assist for a 
certain person to reach to a certain level. (…) there were donkeys that 
have been used to carry luggage to the mountain (…) it does not sound 
well that somebody could also be related to that work. It means that you 
are just like a slave, if you try to relate it in Gikuyu terms. (Peter) 

 

Based on estimates that guides gave me, there are about 50 guides and 200 porters in 

Nanyuki. Roughly 80 of them rely on climbing and do other work only off-season, for 

example keep small shops or shine shoes. Many live in the low season with their 

savings from the high season. There are very few in Nanyuki who rely on farming, 

although two of my main informants did. Some have formed groups to support each 

other, pooling together the money that they earn and giving it to one person at a time.  

 

In Naro Moru around a 100 porters rely mainly on mountain work and about 80 have 

other sources of income as well, mostly farming. In Chogoria, there are roughly 50 

porters. The eastern side is more humid and farming is very productive, whereby porters 

do not wait around town for jobs, but work on their farms instead. The Chogoria porters 

are mainly Meru and speak their own native tongue, so on the mountain men can easily 

tell who is from Chogoria. Some guides live in Nairobi, but they also originate from 

towns around the mountain. Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS) has tried to regulate 

working on the mountain by issuing identity cards to guides, but other than that there is 

no clear way of determining who is a guide. 

 

 

2.1 The beginning of work on the mountain 

 
The climbing business on Mount Kenya started with treks mainly organized by two 

hotels, Naro Moru River Lodge and Bantu Lodge, both close to Naro Moru. Many of 

the older guides I met had been working for either of these two hotels at the start of 

their careers. At the time Naro Moru was the most popular route, but in 2010 it was 

much quieter than the other routes. Both huts on the route, Mackinder’s Lodge and Met 

Station, had an ambiance of the early 1980s. Built to suit the wealthier travellers of the 

time, they had a rustic feel to them. 

 

Global trends in tourism have affected Mount Kenya as well. Guides noted that Sirimon 

route is now easier to start from, as the cheap hotels in Nanyuki suit the new type of 
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tourist who has less money and time to spend. Earlier, the typical tourists were 

European upper middle-class couples or groups, who had money to spend and had only 

come to the country for Mount Kenya and a safari. Park fees were lower and they could 

easily afford to spend 10 or 15 days in the mountain on a leisurely trekking holiday. 

These tourists kept returning to walk the same routes, with the same guides. Even the 

custom of giving tips is a left over from these days, when tourists gave extra for the 

long services of their crew. 

 

Nowadays, a much larger number of tourists visit the mountain, but they are typically 

young backpackers. They mostly come during the high seasons, when the huts tend to 

get crowded. They are travelling on a budget and with a tight schedule: although their 

holidays are longer, they visit many destinations and countries. They are trying to save 

by ascending fast and taking fewer porters. The jobs are for fewer days, pay less and the 

men have to carry more. As Peter elaborated: 

 

(...) these porters have been telling us, ‘there was a time that we have been 
harvesting money in the mountain’ (…) [the clients] could not even feel it 
to give them much, because also they have much! Because, I remember 
the tourists that are coming by that year of 70s, they were tycoons! (…) 
So, today we have come across so many (…) mountain climbers are 
students, most of them. Because to get somebody aged that has earned so 
much, they are very rare (…) for that time, old people used to come. They 
used to come for many days. They could come 14 days, 10 days, they 
could not mind. Even 20 days, over 20 days people spending in the 
mountain! But today it’s very rare, even to get people stay in the mountain 
for seven days (…) these people do not have all that much to spend. 
(Peter) 

 

It is hard to retire from the job, especially for porters who earn less than guides. I was 

not able to find anyone who had retired, as the guides I talked to could not name 

anyone. Since the whole business of climbing started in Naro Moru, the very old porters 

are mostly there. Many porters were still working at the age of 55 to 60. The younger 

guides said they could see themselves working for up to 40 years of age, but those 

approaching 40 were reluctant to see themselves retiring. One guide that I talked with 

had climbed since 1989 and said he still works as a guide, although others told me that 

he had last been to the mountain the year before. He was unwilling to admit that his 

active days in the mountain were almost over. 
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2.2 Guide and porter roles 

 

The Kenya Wildlife Service Official Guidebook states that the difference between a 

guide and a porter is that porters carry loads, whereas guides show the way and may 

even require a porter to carry their own load (Kenya Wildlife Service: 47). There are 

clear roles for guides and porters on each trip. A guide organizes the trip and on the 

mountain, the guide must know first aid and rescue procedures, as well as the animals, 

vegetation and history of the mountain. The qualities of a good guide that were noted 

were knowledge of the routes, vegetation and geography, as well as administration 

skills and the ability to find responsible porters. The guide has to be able to work 

patiently with clients, some of whom are very demanding. 

 

The porters, on the other hand, move the equipment, bags and food. One of them will 

also cook. Looking at another trekking party the mountain, guides and porters can 

immediately tell who is the guide, which porters are carrying the clients’ bags and who 

is carrying food. Some guides had difficulties finding porters as they had failed to pay 

salaries and it had become a custom that salaries had to be paid before the porters went 

to bed on the last night on the mountain. 

 

Work on Mount Kenya starts with working as a porter and only some of the porters 

advance to guides, if they have the organizing skills, connections, knowledge of 

English, and most importantly, they are able to get clients. Many porters work as guides 

if they can find their own clients. This was the case with Paul and Peter, who had all the 

skills of a guide, but also worked as cooks or porters. 

 

Getting the first job had been hard for many and once on the mountain, the experience 

was even harder. All the men admitted that the first times to the mountain were 

exceptionally difficult and would either make them real porters or make them quit the 

job. One guide described why his first time to the mountain had been hard: 

 

The altitude and the attitude of the people that I had to go out with, 
because competition was the name of the game. They would not like new 
members to join what they were doing, so they tried and keep you off (…) 
by making sure that you carry extra weight. Fortunately, I never gave up. 
It gave me more courage to get out there. (Anthony) 
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Good connections are important in the mountain. Those who proceed to become guides 

are not necessarily better educated. Most of the older guides, like John and his brothers, 

had attended National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) in Naro Moru, where from 

1997 to 2003 Americans trained guides in six-month trainings on survival techniques, 

trekking routes, technical climbing and cooking. Advancing to guiding can depend on 

whether the guide who hires porters is willing to let them learn. One can only really 

work as a guide after following another guide to Point Lenana and learning the path 

there. Brothers often help each other and boys become assistant guides in a brother’s 

company after only a few trips to the mountain, as happened with John. 

 

The most successful guides have their own companies. In Nanyuki and Naro Moru, the 

companies had from four to ten guides and 40 to 150 porters in reserve. John and his 

brothers had a company based in Nairobi, whereas Paul and Peter were not tied to any 

company. Guides in clubs have their own clients, but pay about 10 % of their earnings 

to the office. I visited several companies and all had similar offices, displaying paintings 

of Mount Kenya, photos sent by clients and newspaper articles of company guides. 

Most offices seemed to have been set up to make the business look more reliable by 

providing an address. Many of the companies based in Nairobi are owned by white 

Kenyans and there are some white guides as well. Once on the mountain, there was little 

competition between guides and porters, as each group already had their clients, but in 

the towns, competition and rivalry was sometimes intense. 

 

With clear roles for guides and porters, it was easier for the men to know their duties. 

As I climbed with the same men in different roles, a porter who on one trip worked hard 

in the kitchen would on another trip, as a guide, spend more time discussing with other 

guides. Porters have little contact with clients and often they are not even introduced to 

the clients. Guides mostly deal with clients, many of whom are going through intense 

emotions on the trip. Ortner describes the social dynamics of climbing parties and how 

personality and cultural differences are magnified by stress, close quarters and the 

difficult conditions: “Although physical abilities, technical skills, and equipment are 

fundamental to success, the job of climbing the mountain involves as well an enormous 

component of interpersonal relations” (Ortner 1999: 11). 
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In my discussions with the guides, it often came up that they thought of themselves as 

the most professional mountain guides in East Africa. Many of the guides had also 

worked on Kilimanjaro, as bigger companies in Kenya offer Kilimanjaro treks as well. 

They seemed to look down on Kilimanjaro porters, who carry loads on their heads, not 

on the back. However, many also expressed that Tanzania markets Kilimanjaro better. 

 

In addition to the guides, porters and tourists, there are also caretakers, rangers, rescue 

workers, wardens and poachers moving in the mountain. Poaching is not very common 

near the main routes; only one guide had seen eight men with dogs skinning a buffalo 

on Sirimon and another once saw 20 poachers on Timau with dozens of dogs. The park 

officials have recruited some of the poachers to work for them because of the 

knowledge they have of the mountain. 

 

 

2.3 Seasonality and life in town 

 

One defining characteristic of all mountain work is its seasonality. All guides 

complained that although they enjoy their job, the income is uncertain and fluctuates 

around the year. High season in the mountain is from mid-June until September, when 

guides can have three or four trips in one month. The low season is from mid-

September until the end of November. From November to February is high season 

again, but after that until mid-June is a very low season. In the low season, the guides 

may have about one job a month, but it is possible to be out of the mountain for two or 

three months.7 The guides conceptualize the year as formed of two seasons: 

 

The job doesn’t give so much, so you must plan your annual income by 
half and half a year. In the year, we work six months and rest six months. 
And you must think ‘what will I do with what I have saved?’ (Peter) 

 

Seasons are affected by when the weather on Mount Kenya is best for climbing and 

holiday seasons in western countries. 2007 was the worst year many guides had seen 

during their career, as the election clashes kept tourists away. During the low season, 

successful guides will still find clients and those guides who are also willing to work as 

                                                 
7 This is also why I chose to do my fieldwork from May until July, so the guides would not be too busy, 
but I would still meet some guides in the mountain. 
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porters will be their porters, but most porters must find other work. Porters are always 

available, as a day on the mountain pays better than the daily wages for most other jobs.  

 

Farming would be ideal seasonal work to combine with mountain work, if not for the 

reality that the seasons of the mountain coincide with farming seasons. Thereby, porters 

who rely on mountain work employ someone to work their land. One group of guides 

and porters owned a shoe shining business in the centre of Nanyuki. This is a good 

temporary job, as those in town look after the business and those on the mountain give 

them a small share of their earnings when they return.  

 

Paul said how he knows all the guides in Nanyuki and casually greets them, but from 

those he knows well he may ask “How is the mountain?” From some he can borrow 

supplies on the mountain or stop to ask what type of group they have and which routes 

they are taking. The Nanyuki guides and porters usually meet at a few restaurants next 

to the bus station, so they have a good view of the guides coming in with clients from 

Nairobi. The shoe shiners also work here, so porters may get their shoes shined and hear 

news from the mountain. Guides usually use the same porters and when a guide arrives 

in Nanyuki, the porters around the station will know who is going to the mountain with 

him the following day. In the days before cell phones, porters had to wait here every day 

in hope of work, but now news travel fast: the day I arrived in Nanyuki and met with 

Paul, someone had seen us and called John to ask if he is in town and needs a porter. 

 

A down-side of the job for some of the porters, although not so much for guides, is that 

they take to drinking when they get money from the mountain. There was also another 

bad habit that the guides themselves noted: many told me that in the all-male working 

environment of the mountain, they use dirty language. It was easy to trust that no 

tourists know Gikuyu, especially as the porters had developed their own slang that even 

the wealthier Gikuyus from Nairobi could not understand. The men had also learnt not 

to use the common word for whites around East Africa, mzungu, as many visitors could 

note the word from their speech and they use the term mugeni, meaning visitor, instead. 
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2.4 Agendas for climbing 

 

The typical tourist coming to Mount Kenya used to be relatively old, travelled to few 

destinations in the country and often came back again. Now the typical tourist is young 

and travels for a long period, but is on a budget and visits the whole of East Africa. This 

description given by the guides certainly matched my own profile when I first visited 

East Africa as a tourist and the mountain was only one destination among many. With 

this development, the profession of guiding has also changed: as tourists are less 

competent in trekking, map reading and survival skills, no longer exploring the 

mountain on their own, there is a demand for knowledgeable guides. 

 

Ortner ties this to the world-wide rise in adventure travel and commercial climbing in 

the 1980s, which led to the birth of the occupation of mountain guides simultaneously in 

many places (Ortner 1999: 283). By the 1980s, tourism had become emblematic of 

globalization, a truly global industry employing hundreds of thousands. At the same 

time, tourist seasons changed from annual to bi- and tri-annual. According to Jeremy 

Boissevain, tourists variously seek nature, culture, amusement or self-discovery, but for 

all, tourism is a liminal period free from every day routine. The impacts on those who 

act as hosts to this phenomenon are complex and far-reaching (Boissevain 2002: ix-x). 

 

On the mountain, the guides and porters work in difficult conditions, secluded from the 

rest of society. The mountain is a world of its own and as is common with occupational 

groups, those who work together share habits, manners of speaking and memories. 

What Ortner wants to show with her work is that the Sherpas have a life off the 

mountain, with their own intentions and desires. Pressures of social and economic life 

drive young Sherpas to mountain work, which is a way for them to transform society 

with their own agendas and to address the problems of village life (Ortner 1999: 5). 

Ortner sees the Sherpas’ role in mountaineering as emerging in part from their own 

perspectives and contexts of life. Western representations and practices have for a 

century impacted them, but they have also evaded western constructions to a degree 

(ibid.: 20). 
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The Sherpas, as the guides on Mount Kenya, of course climb for the money they are 

paid for it – certainly most porters climb only for the money and this is the reason for 

the majority of people to go to work. What I want to focus on is the other agendas that 

the guides have for climbing. Their sentimentality towards the mountain came up in 

discussions with all of the guides and was manifested in the stories they tell about the 

mountain. The guides have developed views of nature and walking similar to western 

cultural ideas, as western people have trained many of them and the great majority of 

their clients are from the western world. Combining ideas and impressions from their 

own cultural background, western influences and their own experiences in the 

mountain, they have become a somewhat anomalous group in their home towns with 

their unique profession and special relationship to Mount Kenya. Through their work, 

many now also try to advance their own agendas like conservation or getting more 

people to climb the mountain. 
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3. Perspectives on the mountain landscape 

 

I now want to move on to the mountain itself and to the concept of landscape. In the 

introduction, I raised the question of whether landscape is a scene we observe in the 

distance and look at, or the world we inhabit and experience. I have already pointed out 

how Mount Kenya is traditionally central to the Gikuyu as a landscape that is seen in 

the distance. Indeed, landscape is often associated with the visual and conceptualized as 

a view to be seen. What can be added to this idea is that landscape is not only something 

for the eye to behold; we can also speak of landscape as a way of seeing.  

 

Also, a whole other school of theories approaches landscape as the environment that 

humans experience, either through living in or movement through the landscape. These 

theories I found useful in analyzing guides, porters and tourists making their way on 

paths across the landscape. I believe all these ideas of landscape are relevant for Mount 

Kenya. These different perspectives shed light on the varying ways in which the 

mountain has been conceptualized at different times and by different groups, which all 

come together in the ideas of the guides. At the same time, these theories form a 

chronology of approaches to Mount Kenya. 

 

 

3.1 Topography of traditional Gikuyu religion 

 
A lone peak or a high point is a natural focal point in the landscape, 
something by which both travelers and locals orient themselves. In the 
continuum of landscape, mountains are discontinuity – culminating high 
points, natural barriers, unearthly earth (Solnit 2001: 134). 

 

In most parts of the world, mountains have been ascribed sacred meanings and seen as 

thresholds between different worlds (ibid.: 134). It is not hard to grasp why a mountain 

attracts the attention of people nearby. Mountains and mountain ranges the world over, 

from the Himalayas (Ortner 1999) and the Andes (Bastien 1978) to Kilimanjaro (Clack 

2009) have been veneered as sacred in local cosmologies. Whether as single peaks or 

ranges, mountains are often made to be the abodes of God. Some who revere mountains 

live on their slopes; others observe the peaks from further away.  
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In traditional Gikuyu areas, Mount Kenya is the highest point in the horizon and has 

been an important element in Gikuyu tradition, religion and cosmology, veneered as the 

abode of God. The mountain is visible to all the areas that can be described as Gikuyu 

country and orients the whole ethnic group as a specific point seen in the distance, to the 

east or north-east of their lands. Mount Kenya oriented movement, burial, building, 

sleep and prayer of the Gikuyus, as in all these activities Gikuyus turned to face the twin 

peaks. Prayers were addressed and doors of houses made to open towards the peaks. 

Gikuyus both slept and were buried with their heads facing the mountain. Therefore 

Mount Kenya has not traditionally been experienced by the Gikuyus as a collection of 

beautiful natural places, but as a massif in the distance. Even today, the mountain with 

its twin peaks is widely pictured in drawings, paintings and advertisements. Mount 

Kenya is the feature of the Gikuyu skyline and landscape.  

 

According to Jomo Kenyatta, the Gikuyu believed in one god, “Ngai, the creator and 

giver of all things”. Ngai is also addressed by the Gikuyu as Mwenenyaga, the possessor 

of brightness or the owner of ostriches.8 The glimmering white peaks were said to look 

like ostriches and Mount Kenya was named Kerenyaga, “mountain of brightness” or 

“the place of ostriches” (Kenyatta 1959 [1938]: 3). Yet another name for the mountain 

was Kirimaara, which I was told could be translated as “beautiful landscape of God”. 

Anomalies in the surrounding landscape are noted by the inhabitants and different 

cultures in the same environment often note the same landscape features. These 

anomalies are often accorded sacred meaning (Whiston Spirn 1998: 159). The Gikuyu, 

Meru and Embu living around Mount Kenya all believed that their God lived on the 

peaks.9 

 

According to Gikuyu tradition, Ngai lives in the sky, but has temporary homes on 

mountains, where he rests when he visits to bring blessings and punishments. Leakey 

writes that it was believed by the Gikuyu that while Ngai is present everywhere, he has 

homes in four sacred mountains around Gikuyuland: Mount Kenya, the Aberdares, 

Ngong Hills and Juja Hills (Leakey 1953: 39-40). Kenyatta also addresses these other 

landscape features: “Apart from the official abode of Mwene-Nyaga at Kere-Nyaga on 

                                                 
8 According to Karangi, the Gikuyu deity is also called by the names of Mu˜rungu, Mwene-ndı˜ and 
Kı˜thuku, but Ngai is the most common name used (Karangi 2008: 130). 
9 See Jeffrey Fadiman (1993) on Meru beliefs related to Mount Kenya. 
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the north, there are minor homes such as Kea-Njahe (the mountain of Big Rain) on the 

east; Kea-Mbiroiro (the mountain of Clear Sky) on the south; Kea-Nyandarwa (the 

mountain of Sleeping Place or Hides) on the west” (Kenyatta 1959 [1938]: 236).10 

 

During planting and harvesting, offerings were made to the mountain by chiefs and 

wise-men (ibid.: 242, 256-258). In ceremonies, the elders turned to pray towards Mount 

Kenya and when sacrificing sheep, the blood was sprinkled towards the peaks (ibid.: 81, 

168, 203, 215).11 “They stand up with their hands held aloft and their heads lifted 

towards Kere-Nyaga in the north. In a few minutes they turn right, towards Kea-

Mbiroiro in the south, and Kea-Nyandarwa in the west, finishing towards the north 

where they started” (ibid.: 249). Here Kenyatta seems to assume that all Gikuyus live 

south of Mount Kenya, as this was the original Gikuyu area. 

 

Tuan argues that certain natural landscapes simply appeal to humans and that 

landscapes with notable vertical or horizontal dimensions are often given transcendent 

meanings: “Vertical elements in the landscape evoke a sense of striving, a defiance of 

gravity, while the horizontal elements call to mind acceptance and rest” (Tuan 1974: 

28). The idea of a centre may be universal in religious cosmography: mountains are 

often at the centre of the universe and both individuals and groups tend to structure 

space with themselves at the centre (ibid.: 27, 37-38). 

 

Another central landscape element in traditional Gikuyu religion, along with Mount 

Kenya, was the sacred Mugumo tree. “In every rugongo territorial unit there was one fig 

tree set aside which was the special place of communal worship of God and the place 

for the performance of sacrifice to him (…) the place was virtually a ‘sacred grove’” 

(Leakey 1953: 40-43). Mathew Karangi has studied the Mugumo tree as the key to 

understanding Gikuyu cosmology, validating Gikuyu claims to land, religious 

                                                 
10 Only parts of this tradition seem to remain in collective memory: I discussed these ideas with a number 
of guides and other Gikuyus in Nanyuki, but most of them did not recognize these other mountains as 
traditionally sacred and insisted that Mount Kenya is the only mountain of importance to the Gikuyu. 
11 This is similar to the traditions of the Chagga on Kilimanjaro, based on the 2009 compilation of essays, 
Culture, History and Identity: Landscapes of Inhabitation in the Mount Kilimanjaro Area, Tanzania. 
Traditionally the mountain was a part of rituals either as a symbol or point of reference. As the Chagga 
lived on the slopes of Kilimanjaro, it is likely that they had names for each peak and not for the whole 
massif (Mkenda 2009: 126). The Chagga saw Kilimanjaro as an orienting point in the landscape. In some 
parts skulls were, after the second burial, placed in a pot facing Kibo peak (Hasu 2009: 80). Even with 
conversion to Christianity, many churches were built in alignment with the peaks (Clack 2009: 198-199).  
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hegemony and identity. He argues that the Mugumo tree is a central symbol used to 

construct Gikuyu culture, society and religion (Karangi 2008: 117). 

 

Kenyatta wrote that Gikuyus were very attached to Mugumo trees and it is one of the 

key institutions of Gikuyu culture, marking their unity, contact with the soil and nature 

and communion with Ngai (Kenyatta 1959 [1938]: 250). Karangi presents missionaries 

and explorers that describe Mugumo as the tree of Ngai, sacrifices and rituals. Whereas 

Mount Kenya is distant, the Mugumo has been a concrete place of worship near the 

homesteads (Karangi 2008: 119). Kenyatta argues that the Mugumo tree in fact 

symbolizes mountains: “The Gikuyu, who has no ‘temple made with hands’, selects 

huge trees (…) which symbolise the mountains. Under these trees he worships and 

makes his sacrifices to Mwene-Nyaga. These sacred trees are regarded in the same 

manner as most Christians regard churches – as the ‘House of God’” (Kenyatta 1959 

[1938]: 236). 

 

Landscapes like Mount Kenya or the Mugumo trees can support and make visible both 

personal and tribal history and support peoples’ identity just as myths do. In any 

homeland, there are highly visible and publicly significant landmarks and people 

become attached to natural features through a tie that yokes them to it (Tuan 1977: 157-

159; Basso 1996a). 

 

Karangi writes that the cultural and religious power of the Mugumo comes from the 

Gikuyu myth of origin, where Ngai chose Mugumo as the place to communicate with 

men (Karangi 2008: 121). According to tradition, Ngai took the first Gikuyu to Mount 

Kenya and pointed to where he was to settle, supposedly a large Mugumo tree at 

Mukuruwe wa Gathanga in current Fort Hall12: 

 

According to the tribal legend, we are told that in the beginning of things, 
when mankind started to populate the earth, the man Gikuyu, the founder 
of the tribe, was called by the Mogai (the Divider of the Universe), and 
was given as his share the land with ravines, the rivers, the forests, the 
game and all the gifts that the Lord of Nature (Mogai) bestowed on 
mankind. At the same time Mogai made a big mountain which he called 
Kere-Nyaga (Mount Kenya), as his resting-place when on inspection tour, 
and as a sign of his wonders. He then took the man Gikuyu to the top of 

                                                 
12 The full Gikuyu myth of origin can be found in Kenyatta 1959 [1938]: 3-6. 
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the mountain of mystery, and showed him the beauty of the country that 
Mogai had given him. While still on the top of the mountain, the Mogai 
pointed out to the Gikuyu a spot full of fig trees (mikoyo), right in the 
centre of the country. After the Mogai had shown the panorama of the 
wonderful land he had been given, he commanded him to descend and 
establish his homestead on the selected place which he named Mokorwe 
wa Gathanga. Before they parted, Mogai told Gikuyu that, whenever he 
was in need, he should make a sacrifice and raise his hands towards Kere-
Nyaga (the mountain of mystery), and the Lord of Nature will come to his 
assistance. 
 
Gikuyu did as he was commanded by Mogai, and when he reached the 
spot, he found that the Mogai had provided him with a beautiful wife 
whom Gikuyu named Moombi (creator or moulder). Both lived happily, 
and had nine daughters and no sons. 
 
Gikuyu was very disturbed by not having a male heir. In his despair he 
called upon the Mogai (…): ‘Go and take one lamb and one kid from your 
flock. Kill them under the big fig tree (mokoyo) near your homestead. Pour 
the blood and the fat of the two animals on the trunk of the tree. Then you 
and your family make a big fire under the tree and burn the meat as a 
sacrifice to me (…) go back to the sacred tree, and there you will find nine 
handsome young men who are willing to marry your daughters under any 
condition that will please your family’ (Kenyatta 1959 [1938]: 3-4). 

 

In many cultures, gods and humans meet on mountains, where the human body and 

experience is put into perspective (Whiston Sprin 1998: 143). Both Mount Kenya and 

the Mugumo tree play an important role in the myth of origin and sacred places like 

these are often locations of significant divine manifestation (Tuan 1977: 146). Also, the 

idea of a promised land has been important in Gikuyu tradition and was taken up during 

the Mau Mau, when fighters likened their struggle to that of the Israelites (Berman & 

Lonsdale 1992: 217, 354, 458). 

 

Karangi writes that out of his Gikuyus informants, most called Mugumo “the tree of 

Ngai” and all noted it to be “the tree of sacrifice” or “the Gikuyu tree”. Most also named 

it “the sanctuary of the Gikuyu” (Karangi 2008: 120-121). With conversion to 

Christianity, the Mugumo is now associated with the church: 

 
According to the informants, prayers and rituals are performed in Church 
– as at the old Mu˜gumo sanctuary. As in the Catholic Church ritual 
during the celebration of the Eucharist, Jesus is portrayed as the lamb 
sacrificed to atone for the waganu (sins) of the people. For many 
informants, there is a strong ontological affiliation with the lamb offered 
by the Gı˜ku˜yu˜ elders around the sacred Mu˜gumo tree (…) (ibid.: 127). 
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Figure 17: A painting in Old Moses Hut depicting part of the Gikuyu origin myth, with 
Mount Kenya in the background and sacrifices made under the sacred Mugumo tree. 
 

This similarity between biblical sacrifices and Gikuyus sacrificing a lamb under the 

Mugumo tree was shown on a painting on the wall of Old Moses Hut. The painting 

depicts, on the one hand, the nine men who came to the first Gikuyu after his sacrifice 

under the Mugumo tree and Abraham sacrificing his son on the other (See Figure 17). 

 

Mount Kenya as well is still a strong heritage symbol today. Many Gikuyus I discussed 

with had thought about to what extent the sacredness of Mount Kenya can be reconciled 

with Christianity. Karangi’s research on the Mugumo tree shows that traditional ideas 

are still well-known and have resurged in various forms since Christianity took root 

among the Gikuyu. 

 

Towards the end of my fieldwork, I went to meet the owner of Old Moses Hut, who had 

ordered this painting on the hut wall. I had heard much about him, as he was also the 

leader of a local group that seemed to combine Christianity with the sanctity of Mount 

Kenya. I went to meet him at a hotel he owned, which was decorated with traditional 

statues and a model of Mount Kenya in the yard. He said that he used to climb to Point 
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Lenana himself and that the mountain was like another country, “not like where people 

stay”. He said it is obvious that God lives on the mountain, as that is the highest place. 

 

Some of the guides did have trouble accepting these traditional ideas. Peter told of 

Gikuyus from Nairobi who climbed to put a symbol to Batian and worship there: “You 

know, these customary people don’t want the religious people to know about them. 

They believe in customs and they do not like to be known (…)” From my first visit, I 

found it very interesting that a group of Gikuyu men climb the mountain that their 

tradition deems a sacred landscape feature viewed from afar. Guides told of how other 

people in Nanyuki had a hard time understanding their profession: 

 
Only those joined with the mountain know about it. Some can’t even 
imagine how could work there, because there is the belief that the 
mountain is so holy, by those customs, which say that the mountain can’t 
be reached because it is holy and the terrain is difficult to reach. And these 
kinds of things, they are enlargened by the beliefs. (Peter) 

 

All of the guides had seen the mountain their whole lives and all knew well the 

traditional ideas and history of the mountain. Most guides were of the opinion that their 

ancestors did not climb high on the mountain, but John for example had seen elderly 

Gikuyus praying in the national park area and had thought about their motives: 

 
There used to be some old men and sometimes some few old women, who 
want to come and they were fasting, you know going for days without 
food (…) I found two or three praying somewhere and they were just 
praying. Actually these had gone to the park and said ‘we want to go to the 
mountain to pray and we don’t have any money.’ So they went and prayed 
and maybe after a night they went down (...) the ones I saw were just by 
Likii North [Hut] (…). I don’t want to interfere in people’s religion. There 
are some people who claim that maybe ‘god told me to do this and that’. 
So sometimes we find somebody without even a pair shoes up the 
mountain and he said god sent him to pray (…) If you are a warden in 
Mount Kenya, somebody just comes and says ‘I want to go to pray’ and 
you just look at him and say ‘ok, this could not be a tourist, he just doesn’t 
have a camera or anything, so he is not a tourist’, why not allow him or 
her to do it. (John) 

 

John did not see a problem with both tourism and religion bringing people to the 

mountain. He distanced himself from this by saying that he does not want to judge 

anyone’s religion, as he had also had many clients climbing the mountain with religious 

aims. Karangi also notes that many Gikuyus still respect the traditional religion, which 
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they reconfigure to fit the time and situation (Karangi 2008: 130). I discussed the 

sacredness of Mount Kenya with the elderly father of one guide, who was a devout 

Christian. As I asked his opinion on climbing Mount Kenya, he noted that people must 

have a good heart to go there: “You can climb with the aim of praying, climb with 

respect”. One guide explained how people had trouble accepting his job as a mountain 

guide: “Culturally, I was doing the wrong thing, because (…) only those who are 

cleansed within the community were allowed to go out there”. 

 

The guides seemed undecided on the sacredness of the mountain. From Paul’s farm, 

where I stayed with his family for some weeks, we often watched Mount Kenya in the 

horizon. His plot was surrounded by a treeless plain bordered by Mount Kenya on the 

east and the Aberdares Range in the south-west. I commented that the mountain does 

not look like an ostrich to me, as there was not much snow, but he said that to the 

contrary, with snow the mountain looks just like an ostrich to him. As a child he did not 

think that people could climb the mountain, because it must be very cold. Later he heard 

that people were going there and also that an aeroplane crashed near Point Lenana. 

When it was his first time to climb, he was asking the other porters whether he would 

see the bodies, as he thought they must have frozen there. 

 

Paul explained that Mount Kenya had a lot of meaning for the Gikuyu, because they 

knew it was the source of their livelihood, as the rains and rivers came from there. He 

said that even today, many Christians call God Mwenenyaga, as the Gikuyu also 

believed in one god. I asked whether Paul thought that his ancestors climbed the 

mountain, but he said probably they did not want to make the mountain impure or 

disturb god. “But there is no problem for me to climb, because myself I’m a Christian – 

although I still believe that the mountain is a holy place.” This idea was expressed by 

several guides: even though they are Christian, Mount Kenya was sacred and many 

emphasized the importance of the mountain for the ecology of Gikuyu country and the 

survival of their people. 
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3.2 Landscape as a cultural way of seeing 

 

Gikuyus traditionally paid respect to Mount Kenya by facing it in prayer, sleep and 

burial. In parts of the Himalayas summiting is sacrilegious and pilgrims may 

circumambulate mountains, various South American peoples have seen the Andes as 

symbolizing the human body13 and to the aboriginals, the base of Uluru was more 

sacred than its top (Whiston Spirn 1998: 88). Therefore, it is not obvious that mountains 

necessarily call to climb them – this is mostly a western cultural idea of mountains as 

metaphorical and symbolic space. 

 

Continuing with landscape as something visual, I want to present the idea of landscape 

as a way of seeing that is a product of European cultural history. During colonial 

exploration and expansion, this landscape way of seeing directed visual representations 

like landscape art, cartography, illustrations and photography, as well as literature like 

travel diaries. Through these, the West understood itself and relations with other 

cultures and nature (Wylie 2007: 55-56). 

 

Wylie describes the landscape way of seeing as a detached representation of the world 

from an elevated vantage point, associated with the scientific mode of observation and 

classification: “As an artistic genre and as a culturally conditioned habit of visual 

perception, one arguably unique to European and Western societies, landscape is a 

particular way of seeing and representing the world from an elevated, detached and even 

‘objective’ vantage point. It can be thought of as akin to other visual technologies 

(microscopes, telescopes, sextants) and modes of representation (cartography, 

architectural drawing) in which the world is conceptualised as an external, separate 

reality to be rationally perceived and accurately represented” (ibid.: 2-3). 

 

The landscape way of seeing was formed as the product of a particular cultural 

imagination, visual process and symbolisation, evolving through distinct landscape 

tastes in Europe: “classical seventeenth century Dutch landscape, the British picturesque 

                                                 
13 The Yanahuaya metaphorically conceptualized the Andes as a human body. The symbolism of their 
rituals centres on the mountain metaphor and according to Bastien, these ideas unite all cultures of the 
Andes. These people live on the mountain, therefore lacking a clear view of it from the distance. They 
believe that infants are born at the peaks and travel down during their life – life is a climb up and down 
the mountain. God is not on the mountain, God is the mountain (Bastien 1978: 85-87). 
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in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, German nineteenth-century Romantic 

landscape, and so on” (ibid.: 91-94, 123-124). At the same time with western landscape 

norms and tastes, everyday walking practices like walking, sightseeing and climbing 

developed into cultures of landscape, established notions of proper conduct. Certain 

visual landscapes like rural sceneries and certain practices of landscape like walking or 

painting were valued as aesthetic and morally uplifting (ibid.: 109-112). 

 

 

 3.2.1 The cultural origins of walking and landscape ideas 

 
Though many nowadays go to the fields and woods to walk, the desire to 
do so is largely the result of three centuries of cultivating certain beliefs, 
tastes, and values (Solnit 2001: 84). 

 

The western appreciation of walking in the landscape has a cultural history that Solnit, 

Amato and Wylie, among others, have explored. For a long time, walking was 

undesirable, the option for those who had no horses and carts. In fact, whether people 

walk for pleasure or necessity is still seen as a sign of development14. Technology has 

altered conceptions of distance and movement in the west. Walking is often a 

recreational lifestyle choice, with special forms from the slow and meditative to walking 

on the treadmill and hiking, protesting in demonstrations, urban exploration through 

walking tours, window shopping and mall walking. We take our ideas with us when we 

travel and walking is included in many holiday itineraries. Many who have the means 

fly across the world to climb mountains, walk through demanding terrain and see new 

landscapes. These trips are often taken to test one’s courage and skills and may require 

expensive equipment and advance training (Amato 2004: 256). 

 

Solnit and Amato both write that to understand the origins of the culture of walking, we 

must look to where people walked: gardens. “The garden had a special place in defining 

European conceptions of space and nature. It proved to be a training ground for the 

sensibility of future romantic walkers” (Amato 2004: 114). Walking became a chosen 

and refined activity in 16th century Europe courts, where elegant walking was a 

                                                 
14 As Amato argues: “The numbers of miles on paved roads in a given country, along with the numbers of 
cars and trucks per capita, are key in differentiating developed societies from underdeveloped ones. By 
this measure, Africa remains a dark continent because the great majority of people still travel on foot” 
(Amato 2004: 11). 
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condition of refinement (ibid.: 73). Wealthy Europeans walked more for health than for 

pleasure and the taste for landscape was limited, but as palaces replaced medieval 

castles, gardens expanded. Nature was seen as chaotic, so palaces throughout Europe 

had formal gardens designed for walkers. As this became a fashionable pastime for the 

higher classes, gardens around mansions grew. By the 18th century, naturalistic English 

gardens were undistinguishable from the surrounding landscape and nature changed 

from the setting to the subject, with aesthetic value of its own (Solnit 2001: 85-93). 

 

As tastes developed, places became culturally significant. In the late 18th century, it 

became important to contemplate on the landscape itself. The first travel guides told 

people where to go, what scenery to consider beautiful and how to analyze it. “To 

display a correct taste in the landscape was a valuable social accomplishment quite as 

much as to sing well, or to compose a polite letter” (Solnit 2001: 86, 95).  

 

Leaving the gardens to walk in nature could be confused with walking as a necessity, 

and cross-country walks were considered uncivilized, until in the 1820s a small 

European middle class began to prefer walking (Solnit 2001: 93; Amato 2004: 105-

106). Romanticism led to a new sensibility towards the environment. “It depended more 

than anything on the experience of being in a place, and of using that experience for 

reflection on the self and the environment.” Walking was central to how these 

experiences occurred (Vergunst 2008: 106). Nature began to appear as a theme in 

literature and these ideas also took root in the New World: 

 
By the end of the nineteenth century, a confusion of virtues were 
attributed to wilderness in America. It stood for the sublime and called 
man to contemplation; in its solitude one drifted into higher thoughts away 
from the temptations of Mammon; it has come to be associated with the 
frontier and pioneer past, and so with qualities that were thought to be 
characteristically American; and it was an environment that promoted 
toughness and virility (Tuan 1974: 109-111). 

 

By the end of the 19th century, for the English tourist, literature, poetry and painting 

were tied to the landscapes that the tourist walked to see (Bell & Lyall 2002: 24). Also, 

walking was no longer just a leisurely activity of the aristocracy. In search of 

alternatives to city life, upper middle classes started to try walking in the countryside 

(Amato 2004: 102-103). 
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Solnit argues that as walking became a conscious cultural act, nature itself was made 

cultural through the Romantic taste for wild landscape. “(…) walking is natural, or 

rather part of natural history, but choosing to walk in the landscape as a contemplative, 

spiritual, or aesthetic experience has a specific cultural ancestry” (Solnit 2001: 84-86). 

 

Solnit writes that all the questions related to walking, like the relation between public 

glory and private pleasure, between travelling and arriving, become most pressing with 

mountaineering (ibid.: 82, 107). Mountain climbing continued this revolution in the 

ways of walking, as new aesthetic ideas shaped how explorers perceived mountains. In 

European cultural traditions, mountains were at first seen negatively; for one they were 

not mentioned in the Bible as created by God (Schama 1995: 440-452). To the contrary, 

in the first diabolical temptation, Satan took Jesus to a high mountain to show all the 

kingdoms of the world (Schama 1995: 412). Solnit writes that outside Europe, the 

spirituality of mountains was rarely seen as evil. Europeans developed modern 

mountaineering, but this was a result of romanticism’s recovery of the appreciation for 

natural places (Solnit 2001: 134-135). 

 

Attitudes towards mountains changed from religious awe to aesthetic views of 

mountains as picturesque and finally to mountains as recreational resources (Tuan 1974: 

71-74). Through this admiration for features of nature, the Alps became the object of a 

veritable landscape cult, with the first attempts to conquer them in the late 18th century. 

By the 1830s, guiding had become a profession on the Alps and Mont Blanc attracted 

dozens of climbing parties (Solnit 2001: 134-143). The British, motivated by the beauty 

of mountains and wanting to show militaristic capability in the interest of patriotism, 

made about half of the first ascents on the Alps and formed the British Alpine Club in 

1857 (Amato 2004: 118-119). 

 

Solnit argues that cultures of landscape enable some ways of behaving and perceiving, 

but constrain others. They support certain skills and assumptions, for example that 

climbing to the top is uniquely meaningful (Solnit 2001: 134-143). The British Alpine 

club, for example, worked with the preconception that to merely see a mountain was 

never the same as to climb it, only first hand experience gave the right to say one knew 

the truth of the mountain (Schama 1995: 503-504). 
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As mountaineering became an established gentlemen’s pastime and most easily 

accessible places had already been explored, Europeans left to conquer summits around 

the world. As the British began to conquer colonies with significant mountains, first 

ascents became a type of vertical colonialism, as romanticism was tied to patriotism and 

the will to demonstrate imperial strength through conquering peaks (ibid.: 423, 464-

466). 

 

 

 3.2.2 Landscape in colonial exploration 

 
On March 17, 1923, while on a speaking tour to raise money for an 
Everest expedition, the great mountaineer George Mallory apparently got 
exasperated with the continual questions about why he wanted to climb it, 
and uttered the most famous line in mountaineering history, the one 
sometimes cited as a Zen koan: ‘Because it’s there’ (Solnit 2001: 138). 
 
Most of the clients, they only need to come to the top, to make sure that 
they have reached to the toppest, the top most of the mountain. That only 
is their aim. (Peter) 

 

During the 19th and early 20th centuries, walking in the ‘great outdoors’ was ingrained in 

European culture as a way to express aesthetic and moral values, a sign of deep 

appreciation for nature. Landscape ideas also provoked travel to see certain landscapes 

and the world was produced as scenery for the western travellers: “(…) the explorer 

charting new terrain, the fieldworker enumerating empirical curiosities, the nascent 

tourist in search of exotic sights – render the world as an object to be visually 

consumed” (Wylie 2007: 129-134). 

 

In the 19th century, European exploration of other continents produced new senses of 

landscape, identity and difference – of self and other. Often the landscape way of seeing 

erased the previous histories of land occupation and the newly found landscape was 

aestheticised as empty, pristine and ready for settlement. In travel writing, landscape 

images were used with pictures of flora and fauna, navigational charts and maps, and 

became a standard mode of picturing far away places (ibid.: 128, 133). This era was also 

the beginning of photography, which increased the popularity of the perspectival view 

and taught people to organize visual elements into a dramatic spatio-temporal structure 

(Tuan 1977: 123). 
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East African mountains were the subject of intense interest in Europe long before 

colonial exploration began. Legends of snow-covered peaks on the African equator 

were proven true when the first Europeans caught sight of Mount Kenya, Kilimanjaro in 

Tanzania and Rwenzori in Uganda. As the Alps had already been mastered, in the 1890s 

attention shifted first to East Africa and then to the Himalayas (Kearns 1997: 451). The 

race to conquer these mountains started in the mid-19th century and the histories of these 

East African mountains evolved simultaneously. The landscape way of seeing affected 

the explorers’ conceptions and motives, cartography on the mountains and finally their 

formation into national parks. Explorers attempted to control the mountains through 

scientific practices like measurements of altitude, temperature and humidity, taking 

samples and charting flora and fauna, as well as naming places.  

 

Iain Allan divides exploration on Mount Kenya into three periods: from 1887 to 1899 

tentative explorations and the first ascent of Batian, from 1900-1930 exploration of 

moorlands ending in the second successful attempt at the peaks, and consolidation of 

previous routes and establishing new routes since then (Allan 1998 [1959]: 169). The 

missionary Ludwig Krapf was in 1849 the first European on record to see Mount 

Kenya. European powers were still exploring their future East African colonies, and the 

idea of snow on the equator was dismissed by geographers. Only in 1883 did John 

Thomson confirm the existence of a snow-capped mountain in what was to be Central 

Kenya (Arthur 1921: 9). In 1887, five years after Thompson’s sighting, two Austro-

Hungarians, Count Samuel Teleki von Szek and Ludwig von Hohnel, climbed what is 

now Teleki Valley up to 900 metres below the peaks (Kenya Wildlife Service: 9). In 

1889, Dundas, Bird, Thompson and Hobley attempted the peaks of Mount Kenya from 

the south, but were unable to penetrate the forest belt. Only in 1893 did the geologist 

J.W. Gregory successfully ascend up to the glaciers (Arthur 1921: 9). 

 

In 1899 Sir Halford Mackinder first ascended the highest peak, Batian, at 5 199 metres. 

Mackinder, a well-known alpinist, was accompanied by two Swiss guides, John 

Brocherel and Cesar Ollier, as well as other Europeans and a large number of porters. 

“All told we were 170 strong: six Europeans, sixty-six Swahilis, two tall Masai guides, 

and the remainder naked WaGikuyu” (Mackinder 1900: 456). They approached Mount 

Kenya through Teleki Valley and ascended Batian by the Diamond Glacier and the 
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Gates of Mist, both named by Mackinder. In 1899, the area was still very remote, 

whereby this first ascent did not cause great commotion Europe.  

 

The idea of landscape as a western way of seeing has been influential in studies of the 

symbolic meaning of landscape in travel and exploration. Wylie argues that this way of 

seeing was an imperialistic and detached gaze projected by European explorers outside 

their homelands, seeing a blank emptiness to be controlled. This landscape gaze from an 

elevated prospect is strongly present in imperial travel literature (Wylie 2007: 127). 

 

Geographical discourses may be ideological and also reinforce the explorers’ ideas of 

the self. Gerry Kearns describes Mackinder’s motives on his 1899 trip: “(…) he was 

doing practical geography in the scientific tradition. He wanted to collect valuable 

specimens of flora and fauna, to make a careful map and leave his name upon it, and he 

wanted to be the first white man up the second highest mountain in the region” (Kearns 

1997: 450). 

 

The ideal imperial subject at the time was a reasoning and civilizing white English 

male, protestant and of the middle class. In a disinterested manner, they objectively and 

detachedly travelled to see and learn the topography, flora and fauna of the land (ibid.: 

451-453). The lands explored were seen as ahistorical, with all interest on nature, that 

the savages were a part of (ibid.: 454). The exploration had a masculine character, as the 

hierarchy of sciences in the Victorian age placed “practical geology and topography in 

extreme conditions in the colonies” on top, whereas feminine activities such as 

collecting butterflies were not as worthy (ibid.: 462). 

 

Mary Louise Pratt has studied the travel writings of Victorian explorers, whose imperial 

eyes sought to posses the landscape through gazing at it: “No one was better as the 

monarch-of-all-I-survey scene than the string of British explorers who spent the 1860s 

looking for the source of the Nile (…) the Victorians opted for a brand of verbal 

painting whose highest calling was to produce for the home audience the peak moments 

at which geographical ‘discoveries’ were ‘won’ for England” (Pratt 1992: 201). Pratt 

equates discovery with converting local knowledge into European knowledge associated 

with European forms of power: “In the end, the act of discovery itself, for which all the 
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untold lives were sacrificed and miseries endured, consisted of what in European culture 

counts as a purely passive experience – that of seeing” (Pratt 1992: 203-204). 

 

Analyzing Victorian discovery rhetoric, Pratt noted that writers created value for their 

achievements through estheticizing the landscape and describing the pleasure of seeing 

it, its density of meaning and mastery over the landscape. Only seeing and writing about 

seeing could be counted as discovering (ibid.: 204, 208): “(…) in this mid-Victorian 

paradigm the ‘discovery’ itself (…) has no existence of its own. It only gets ‘made’ for 

real after the traveler (or other survivor) returns home, and brings it into being through 

texts: a name on a map, a report to the Royal Geographical Society, the Foreign Office, 

the London Mission Society, a diary, a lecture, a travel book” (ibid.: 204). 

 

Writing to geographical societies seemed to be one of the main motives for exploration 

on Mount Kenya as well. There were few Europeans in the highlands at the time and 

reaching the area from the coast was hard. Mackinder followed the construction of the 

railway to Uganda and when it reached Nairobi in 1899, he left for the mountain. 

Michael Reidy argues that the imperial mind sought to conquer space both horizontally 

and vertically, through railways and roads as well as high places. Reidy notes that 

Mackinder’s journals are a classic colonial travel narrative, moving from civilization to 

savage areas and justifying the claiming of territory to the British. Mackinder showed 

little respect for local people, as he describes how eight porters were “shot by orders” 

for insubordination near the final base camp (Reidy 2008). 

 

Reidy argues that Mackinder desired to climb Mount Kenya because he wanted to 

explore unknown regions and to advance his career as a geographer, but also for British 

national prestige. Imperialist powers conquered not only large areas but also notable 

landmarks. Hans Meyer had reached Kilimanjaro in 1889 and Mackinder wanted the 

British to have Mount Kenya. The summit was a symbolic place defining the colonial 

empire and conquering it would help lay claim to surrounding highlands. For colonial 

expansion, “A synoptic view from the heights proved metaphorically and practically 

significant (…) you could “see” from the mountaintops, and once you could see, you 

could order and control. By the turn of the twentieth century, explorers viewed high 

places as high commodities” (Reidy 2008). 
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Edensor writes that western walking narratives of faraway places had their part in 

establishing an authoritative understanding of the landscape and representations of 

otherness: “Through walking, the expert confidently discerns cultural traces in the 

landscape, and charts its ‘natural history’ along with other ‘key features’ which mark 

the space traversed, so that otherness – whether natural, cultural or historical – may be 

‘known’. These walking narratives not only identify preferred ways of understanding 

space in the realm of the other; they also map numerous routes through which walkers 

may orient themselves to their surroundings (….)” (Edensor 2008: 136). 

 

After Mackinder’s success, climbing on Mount Kenya slowed down. Mostly European 

settlers climbed up to the glaciers, notably E. A. T. Dutton and J. Melhuish. From 1909 

to 1920, the Scottish Missionary J. W. Arthur made five attempts at the peaks. He 

reached Lenana and skated on the Curling Pond in 1920 (Arthur 1921: 10-12, 19). 

Access to the peaks became easier as routes were cleared through the forest from 

Nanyuki (Allan 1998 [1959]: 173). Chogoria route, originally Carr’s road, was formed 

as the settler Ernest Carr built a small road and drove his car to over 4 200 metres 

(Kenya Wildlife Service: 8-10). Mountaineering was gaining popularity and as one of 

the first Mount Kenya enthusiasts, Carr founded the Mountain Club of East Africa in 

1929 and built the Urumandi and Top Huts (Allan 1998 [1959]: 175, 182). 

 

Colonizers often saw space as something to be conquered and cartography was a key 

technology for this. Maps shaped perception and ontology, as landscape features not 

found on the map did not exist to the same degree as those that were (Kirby 2009: 8-9). 

By the 1920s, Mount Kenya had been mapped and most notable places on like peaks, 

lakes, rivers and valleys had been named. Gregory and Mackinder named many of the 

places as they explored the mountain. Whereas most glaciers, tarns and valleys are 

named after Europeans, most peaks are named after locals and some after saints, 

although these were also named by Europeans. The peaks Batian, Nellion and Lenana, 

as well as Terere and Sendeyo, were named by Mackinder after notable Maasai leaders: 

 

The Masai have a legend that they had their origin on Kenya, and I 
propose that the twin points should be named after the great Masai chief, 
Batian, and Nelion, his brother. I owe the suggestion to Mr. S. L. Hinde. 
Nearly three-quarters of a mile to south-eastward an ice-clad peak, visible 
from the plains of Laikipia, rises to about 16 300 feet, and for this I 
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suggest the name of the living Masai chief, Lenana. Between Lenana and 
the central peak are glacier passes from which descend to northward and 
southward respectively, the two chief glaciers of Kenya, which have been 
named after Gregory and Lewis. As the word Kenya is probably a 
corruption of the Masai word signifying “mist”, it seems appropriate, on 
that as well as physical grounds, to describe the notch in the summit 
between Batian and Nelion as the “Gate of the Mist” (Mackinder 1900: 
475). 

 

With these simple suggestions, Mackinder made up the names that are still in use 

today.15 Most places have been named after those who had explored the mountain, 

assisted the explorers or held notable positions in the colony, for example John glacier, 

Shipton’s Camp, Harris Tarn, Carr’s Road and Teleki Valley. Mackinder named the 

Hinde and Gorges valleys after colonial officials who assisted him and Hausburg Valley 

after his climbing partner, even though the valley had already been named by Gregory. 

 

Many of the current names were given by Dutton and Melhuish. It seems that the only 

Kenyan to have a place named after him was Melhuish’s servant Gitchini. However, the 

tarn named after him has later become the Hanging Tarn (Allan 1998 [1959]: 173, 177-

182) In addition, at least the peaks the Three Sisters, the Tooth and Giant’s Billiard 

Table, as well as the Temple and the Gates -waterfall have been named after the way 

they look. Rivers, on the other hand, had already been named from downstream by the 

locals. The Maasai had inhabited the area before and many place names like Nanyuki, 

Naro Moru, Timau, Kamweti and Burguret are Maasai names. 

 

Human take hold of particular places in the landscape and transform them, making them 

into places. Often the names of the creators of these places are bestowed on them and 

place names reflect man’s appropriation of nature (Ingold 2011: 166). Most trails on 

Mount Kenya still follow the paths walked by the early explorers. A path can be said to 

bring culture to the natural landscape, as it is an existing way through the same 

landscape that others have walked before (Solnit 2001: 68). Walking on trails means 

following those who have walked before us and as the path is used over and over again, 

it becomes permanent and dense with meaning; a place in itself. Paths are the most 

visible signs of human presence in the mountain landscape; maintained by movement 

and promising to lead one to a place worth going to (ibid.: 182). 
                                                 
15 Mackinder’s own name is imprinted on the mountain landscape in Mackinder’s Valley, Buffalo, Owl 
and Lily, as well as Mackinder’s Camp. 
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Towards the beginning of the 20th century, the number of trekking trails increased in 

Europe and America, the outdoor equipment industry was born and travel guides 

flourished. Walking and hiking had new collective meanings and were related to a new 

way of life. “The children of romantic walking, they would wrap their treks and 

peregrinations in complex ideas, nostalgia, or criticism of industrial, mass society and 

the vulgar herd” (Amato 2004: 205-207). 

 

In 1929, ideas of slow experience of the landscape were surfacing. The British writer 

and explorer Vivienne de Watteville stayed for two months in Urumandi Hut on 

Chogoria route and wrote the book Speak to the Earth of her experience. De Watteville 

had a softer approach to the environment, but she also longed to be the first to visit a 

place and to climb as high as possible. She watched from below Point Lenana as Eric 

Shipton made the first ascent of Nelion with his companions (Watteville 1987 [1935]: 

268). The Second World War further hindered climbing, save for three Italian prisoners 

of war held at a camp in Nanyuki in 1943. Inspired by the sight of Mount Kenya, they 

escaped the camp for 18 days with improvised equipment and followed roughly the 

current Burguret route to Point Lenana, only to return to camp afterwards.16  

 

This history of exploration on Mount Kenya also relates to the other East African 

mountains, Rwenzori and Kilimanjaro, and ancient accounts of the Mountains of the 

Moon that were thought to be the source of the Nile (Durrant 2009: 27). Starting from 

1899, there were 17 unsuccessful expeditions to attempt to reach the summit of 

Rwenzori, until a group of Italians made the first ascent in 1906 with Brocherel and 

Ollier, who had accompanied Mackinder to Mount Kenya (Pennacini & Wittenberg 

2008: ix-xv).17 Even more than the Rwenzori, Mount Kenya has always been 

overshadowed by Kilimanjaro. In 1889, Hans Meyer was the first to ascend Kibo Peak. 

Having Kilimanjaro in the German colony was strategically important and during World 

War I, there was a battle over Kilimanjaro with the British (Clack 2009: 5). On 

Tanganyikan independence in 1961, a group of local mountaineers raised a flag on what 

                                                 
16 In 1947, Felice Benuzzi wrote the book No Picnic on Mount Kenya on this adventure. 
17 The Rwenzori has also been the subject of academic attention recently, as a collection of essays called 
Rwenzori: Histories and Cultures of an African Mountain was published in 2008. It examines the relation 
of geography to culture in the region and gives voice to the Bakonzo porters of the 1906 expedition. 
Cristina Natta-Soleri noted that the history of first ascents has often ignored those who made them 
possible with their knowledge of the terrain (Natta-Soleri 2008: xvii-xviii). 
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they renamed as Uhuru peak (Swahili for freedom) and thereby acted as mountaineers, 

which had previously been a very British pursuit (Durrant 2009: 28-29). 

 

 

 3.2.3 From protected landscape to tourist destination 

 

By the early 1930s, the British settlers in Kenya had brought with them the idea of 

conservation and so Western landscape ideas also affected the formation of the Mount 

Kenya National Park. The establishment of national parks began with outdoor 

organizations, for example the Alpine Club in Britain and the US Sierra Club that 

argued for the protection of mountain environments for their recreational value (Solnit 

2001: 149-151). The first natural environment turned to a protected area was Yellow 

Stone National Park in the United States in 1872 and the trend soon spread to Europe. 

National parks played a central role in the discourse of America, an almost religious 

function of a sacred site and a unifying symbol embodying pristine and archetypal 

America (Robb-Bryant 2005: 31). Schama writes that there was a paradox in the idea of 

a wilderness ‘out there’, awaiting discovery and to be protected – identifying a place, 

seeing it and photographing it presupposes human presence, to name it as wilderness 

that needs protection (Schama 1995: 7-9). 

 

The development of the outdoor movement in different western countries has left signs 

around the world: the United States lead the establishment of national parks, Austrians 

developed lodges and huts in national parks and the British developed footpaths in 

natural areas (Solnit 2001: 167). These influences have also shaped Mount Kenya: a 

national park was formed, European Alpinists developed climbing routes, mapped the 

mountain and developed trekking facilities, and Americans taught guides at NOLS. 

 

In 1932 a Forest Reserve was first established around Mount Kenya. In 1949, the area 

of Mount Kenya above 3 400 m was designated a National Park and the Mountain Club 

of Kenya split from the Mountain Club of East Africa. During the Mau Mau uprising 

from 1952 onwards, Mount Kenya was officially closed. At independence in 1963, 

Kisoi Munyao climbed to place a flag on Point Lenana as a symbolic act (Allan 1998 

[1959]: 175-176). To prevent poaching, ex-Mau Mau fighters were recruited to patrol 

the forests of Mount Kenya and the Aberdares they knew well (Steinhart 1989: 18). 
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All along the 20th century, tourism on Mount Kenya has been on the increase and an 

important motive is often to set some sort of a personal record. Western people are used 

to seeing things through statuses and measuring, which is why the ascents on highest 

peaks and the worst disasters are best known (Solnit 2001: 128, 138). The greatest 

achievement in mountaineering has always been reaching the highest peak. Climbers 

coming down seem somehow more confident than those going up, as they have already 

been “there” and one reason for Mount Kenya being less popular than Kilimanjaro is 

that most climbers are not able to reach the highest peak. The guides said that for many 

tourists, the motive to come to the mountain is only to get to the top: 

 
Most of the clients, they only need to come to the top, to make sure that 
they have reached to the toppest, the top most of the mountain. (….) That 
only is their aim. (Peter) 

 

Colonial landscapes were seen by explorers through an imperialist discourse, but their 

landscape ideas and cultures of walking were not internalized by all locals. For most 

Kenyans, walking is not sport or leisure, but for getting to a place. The appreciation of 

mountaineering as a feat of strength, where the journey is as important as getting there, 

may not be familiar to all Kenyans. The taste for nature and walking are not universal 

experiences: not everyone shares the same desire to move in nature and observe the 

scenery, as these are linked to a specific western heritage (Solnit 2001: 155). 

 

Once I encountered a group of young and wealthy Gikuyus from Nairobi on the 

mountain. I stood at the yard of Old Moses with a few of them, when one told me that 

their motive to climb was to get to know their homeland and to see the places that 

tourists come to see. For this purpose, they had already been on a safari. In this case, the 

lifestyles of these young people in Nairobi were affected by global influences and 

mountain climbing was now one of them. However, this was not the case for most 

Kenyans: 

(…) around the central part of Kenya, they don’t have any idea of what is 
going on up there (…) Some would even end up saying, ‘no one climbs up 
that mountain’. And especially the old generation, they would think ‘No! 
No one goes up there!’ and I would tell them I have to produce pictures of 
the mountain. Some would even tell me to bring some snow for them, 
because they believed it is something that you can hold. (Anthony) 
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Many of the guides wanted to or had managed to convince friends or family to come 

and see the mountain, but most had made it only up to Old Moses and some to 

Shipton’s, refusing to go further. Many had said that the cold was terrible and they did 

not see the point in climbing higher. However, many guides indicated that they would 

want to keep visiting the mountain even if they would not work there anymore. Some 

were critical of Kenyans who do not have an interest to see the mountain. The guides 

agreed that people are not interested in the mountain simply because they have no 

knowledge of it and cannot imagine how different it is from the surrounding 

environment. Peter gave a long speech about how Kenyans cannot be bothered to go 

somewhere just for the sake of going there: 

 
It is very rare to get an African coming to your country to see (…) 
Africans ourselves we do not like to visit (…) it is so hard to get an 
African going to abroad just to go to have a visit. To see just like Mount 
Everest, all the toppest mountain in the world – you cannot get, even if he 
has billions and billions. (…) You know, that’s why I’m telling you that 
we have a new generation with new visions. Because, by the time we are 
learning ourselves, we could not even get interested to the mountain (…) 
also our teachers and our parents could not know the reason, could not 
even come to their senses, because it is out of their mind. But because 
these things have been brought up by the west, more about travelling, 
that’s why we can see the generation is coming up with this idea of 
travelling and you can see, so many blacks are coming to the mountain. 
 

Part of western tourist experiences is the idea that the landscape should be approached 

according to the rules of social conduct and with self-restraint, in silent contemplation 

(Neumann 2002: 47). This idea also seems to have stuck to some of the guides: as the 

groups of young Gikuyus from Nairobi were hiking ahead of us and the young men 

often stopped to make loud shouts, Paul exclaimed that he dislikes their shouting in the 

mountain and it showed that they are not used to hiking. The fact that even a few young 

Kenyans now take an interest in climbing, as well as this speech by Peter and Paul’s 

comment, show how their ideas of trekking and the landscape have been affected by 

western ideas. 
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4. Experiencing the mountain landscape 

 

I now want to move to the work of the guides on the mountain and their experiences of 

the landscape. I want to get back to the question of whether landscape is something 

observed in the distance or the contours of the earth as we experience them. What is the 

idea of the landscape that the guides have formed, through walking in the landscape and 

experiencing it up close? 

 

Observing and inhabiting the landscape relate to different epistemologies. The 

phenomenological approach critiques the spectatorial epistemology of landscape as a 

way of seeing, the idea that we are detached spectators observing an external reality 

from a distance. Through ethnography, phenomenology can pay attention to the 

embodied experience of landscape (Wylie 2007: 6, 14, 144-145). This idea of being-in-

the-world is presented in phenomenological landscape theories through notions such as 

embodiment, inhabitation, dwelling and movement. 

 

Tim Ingold argues that landscape as a way of seeing leads to the Cartesian 

subject/object, mind/body and culture/nature dualities. “The landscape, I hold, is not a 

picture in the imagination, surveyed by the mind’s eye, nor however is it an alien and 

formless substrate awaiting the imposition of human order” (Ingold 1993: 154). Ingold 

writes that anthropologists often treat life as the product of genetic, cultural or social 

structures.  He has argued against this with the concept of dwelling and the idea that 

peoples’ identities are not established by received biological or cultural attributes, but 

productive accomplishment (Ingold 2011: 3-4, 7-8). 

 

Ingold moves away from the mind/matter duality, whereby landscape cannot be divided 

into symbolic meanings and a physical landscape. The landscape becomes a part of us 

as we live in it and we also become a part of it (Ingold 1993: 154). Humans actively 

engage with the world and the world becomes meaningful through inhabiting. Dwelling 

overcomes the nature/culture division, as the environment no longer exists outside 

human thought, “far from being inscribed upon the bedrock of physical reality, meaning 

is immanent in the relational contexts of people’s practical engagement with their lived-

in-environments” (Ingold 2000: 168). 
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Landscape is known through dwelling, but it is also the milieu of involvement: site and 

source of cultural meaning (Ingold 1993: 156-158). “The landscape, in short, is not a 

totality that you or anyone else can look at, it is rather the world in which we stand in 

taking up a point of view on our surroundings. And it is within the context of this 

attentive involvement in the landscape that the human imagination gets to work in 

fashioning ideas about it” (ibid.: 171). 

 

 

4.1 Guides on the mountain 

 

As I set out to find out about the landscape ideas of the guides, I asked about the first 

time they went to the mountain, their favourite places and routes and memorable events 

of the mountain. I wanted to hear what personal meanings the mountain held for them 

and shared meanings the guides may have as an occupational group. Most guides had 

seen the mountain all their lives, starting from their childhood homes. Only one guide 

was not originally from around the mountain: 

 
I’d never ever have seen anything like that. First time I came to the 
mountain I saw snow. And I would try to explain to other people what it 
is. And it had never occurred to me, with what you were learning in school 
geography – the higher you go the cooler it becomes. To me it was the 
opposite. The higher you go, the warmer. (Anthony) 
 

The first time to the mountain had surprised many and some described it as what they 

imagined going abroad would be like: 

 
I saw the place was very nice! You see, it even looks like another country. 
Like the animals, they are different. For example the mice, they come very 
close to you. They are (…) here also, but there they even come close. 
(James) 
 

Ever since the first time Simon had visited the mountain, he knew he wanted to go back. 

He had been very surprised about how different the mountain was up close than seen in 

the distance: “looking from down here, the mountain looks like as if you just go up, in a 

straight path and then down the other side. But you can’t see from here that there are so 

many valleys.” He had taken his brother to the mountain once, but the brother had not 

liked it and Simon could not persuade him to go any further than Shipton’s. 
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Peter’s first time working on the mountain in 1997 was a six-day Chogoria-Sirimon trip 

that finished well. At the time he was working in an office and liked the mountain 

compared to being indoors all day: 

 
I could walk up to the pace of a guide. My cousin told me, ‘never rush 
with others, go at your own pace, because you can’t know about your 
health’. The way you walk, your body will tell you if you can stand it and 
if the body can cope with your walking. I was given the lightest bag, 
because – I remember there was a mother, a father and a child of about 
twelve years. I carried the luggage of that boy (…) I liked the mountain 
with all my heart! 

 

These first impressions were very memorable to the guides. Tuan argues that visual 

enjoyment of nature may be either sudden or a learned social convention, as in 

sightseeing and photographing: “The most intense aesthetic experiences of nature are 

likely to catch one by surprise. Beauty is felt as the sudden contact with an aspect of 

reality that one has not known before; it is the antithesis of the acquired taste for 

landscapes or the warm feeling for places that one knows well” (Tuan 1974: 94). 

 

Later, through years of mountaineering, the guides had gotten to know the mountain 

well and become familiar with the landscape. Their experiences of the mountain had 

changed to something like topophilia or love for a place that is repeatedly visited. In 

their work, the guides constantly took new western clients to the mountain. Many had 

attempted to get other Kenyans to experience the same overwhelming realization of 

beauty that they had had on the mountain, but were disappointed that the experience 

was different for their close ones. 

 

Tuan argues that landscapes are culturally constructed by those who dwell there, and 

visitors bring their own cultural constructions. The landscape is different for the tourist 

and the guides, for whom landscape holds meanings of both tradition and memories: 

“The appreciation of landscape is more personal and longer lasting when it is mixed 

with the memory of human incidents” (Tuan 1974: 94-95). Visitors and natives often 

focus on different aspects of the same environment. The visitor has a fresh and simple 

perspective, essentially aesthetic and judged by the idea of beauty they have learned. A 

native is immersed in the environment and has a complex attitude. Visitors may easily 
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express their idea of the landscape, but the environmental values of a native are often 

implicit in their behaviour, tradition and myth (Tuan 1974: 63-68). 

 

Tuan writes that abstract knowledge about a place can be acquired in a short time, but 

the feel of a place takes longer to acquire. It is made up of fleeting experiences repeated 

day after day over years, a blend of “sights, sounds, and smells” as well as rhythms of 

nature and life (Tuan 1977: 183-184). “Long residence enables us to know a place 

intimately, yet its image may lack sharpness unless we can also see it from the outside 

and reflect upon our experience. Another place may lack the weight of reality because 

we know it only from the outside – through the eyes as tourists (…)” (ibid.: 17-18). 

 

Through repeated visits, guides had learned the routes and the mountain landscape. 

They had thought a lot about how the mountain looks from afar and made detailed 

observations of the landscape. Peter for example wanted to explain to me how he saw 

the whole of Mount Kenya. He asked me questions as well, as he was keen to hear 

whether I had also been able to note these details after spending time near the mountain: 

 
I have been thinking about our mountain, let’s say, right now, you have 
stayed in Kenya for five weeks. Somebody may ask you (…) ‘how does 
the mountain look like?’ (…) it is circular in manner, isn’t it? And in this 
circular, to 2 000 metres above sea level, it is 60 kilometres all around. 
And to how Mount Kenya is, it is being made in a U-pattern (…) there’s a 
broad valley and a broad range (…) the peak stands as from 4 300 metres 
to where you can (…) make a circuit around the mountain (…) to cover 
the highest point of Mount Kenya it is possible that any trekker can trek. 
You can either start from Shipton’s, you can either start it from Minto’s, 
you can also start it from Top Hut and you make the same circuit. Summit 
Circuit. That’s how we can basically say Mount Kenya is. 

 
Peter had also made detailed observations of the soil and rocks in the mountain, and he 

had added this information to what he had heard from other guides and read: 

 
Before you reach at Shipton’s, it is a different soil once you are on the 
other side. On the Chogoria route, even the stones, they are different (…) 
The different type of soil is being given out by where the mountain faces. 
Because, we look on the rain shuttle of the mountain, it is on this side of 
the north, which you may find the soil is blackish (…) beyond Minto’s, 
you start to realize that the soil is a different one (…) guides that do 
technical climbing, they are telling us that the side of Nelion, the stones 
are hard, they are not loose just like the way of Shipton’s. 
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Other porters also made detailed observations of the environment. In 2009, the friend 

that I climbed with wore rubber climbing shoes where the toes are separated, leaving 

footprints like those of bare feet. A group of porters coming behind us had noted the 

tracks and assumed someone had walked the whole 16 km from Old Moses to Shipton’s 

barefoot! They were confused, as they noted that the footprints were too small for a 

porter and had to be those of a woman or a child – a tourist. At Shipton’s Camp, they 

immediately asked around about this, as they had wondered about it the whole way. 

 

Although cell phones are common in Kenya, there is still no service in most parts of the 

mountain above 3 500 m. However, guides know many individual spots with service. 

They find new places when, at a certain point, their phones suddenly beep for a new 

message. Coverage spots are valuable information that guides share with each other. 

This lack of service is also a part of the landscape experience and the men’s job: as one 

of the last places with no service, it is difficult to reach the world outside the mountain. 

 

The work of the guides consists of moving through a landscape of meaningful places 

and their landscape ideas were formed of actual experiences of the landscape. Maps are 

a whole other way of perceiving the same landscape and although the guides were able 

to read maps, they rarely saw them. There are many maps of Mount Kenya starting from 

those drawn by the early explorers and the trails, huts and peaks are central elements in 

most maps. The explorers left their marks in place names and the routes, but only some 

places are represented on maps, which are abstractions, portrayed from above. 

 

In the mountain, places that stand out have been given official names by the explorers. 

Places of later events, resting places or man-made spots have been named later. Events 

on the mountain mark certain spots, like the pieces of white scrap metal remains from 

several plane crashes on high ridges. Man-made places are few, the huts and trails are 

the most notable ones. Lunch Spot in Mackinder’s Valley and Picnic Rocks on Naro 

Moru, for example, are established as meaningful places through habitual use. Many of 

the places have eventually become so established that they made it onto maps.18  

                                                 
18 The Kenya Wildlife Service Map of Mount Kenya and the Mount Kenya Sundries Mount Kenya 
Climbers and Tourist Route Map both show Icy Mike, the skeleton of an elephant that had  wandered too 
high. On Burguret, Campi ya Farasi, where whites used to leave their horses as they could not go further 
and a cave named Highland castle, are marked on both maps, whereas for example Cona Mbaya on 
Sirimon has not made it on either map. 
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Basso argues that place names help us identify the conceptual frameworks that people 

use to appropriate their physical environments. This is what the early explorers did 

when they named and mapped the places. Place names are rich linguistic symbols and 

deeply connected to specific locations, through what are often emotional associations of 

history, events and social activities (Basso 1996a: 75-77). Place names consolidate 

personal and cultural representations of the landscape and evoke these representations. 

 

Often place names and the meanings tied to them stay the same for a long time 

(Mondragón 2009: 122) and may also reveal changes in the landscape (Basso 1996a: 

13). Kirby even argues that “The tension between place, memory, and change lies at the 

heart of human existence (…)” (Kirby 2009: 1). For instance, Mount Kenya looks less 

like an ostrich as the glaciers melt and snow decreases.19 The mountain used to be 

whiter, as there used to be more rains that turn to snow at the peaks and guides often 

lamented the changes in the mountain environment: 

 
The mountain is getting finished, the glacier is getting finished, and by 
then I don’t know what will happen if the glaciers are finished (…) they 
supply water down on this side. (James)  
 
I don’t want to tell my grandchildren that there used to be glaciers on the 
mountain. (John) 

 

 

4.2 Walking in the mountain landscape 

 
Walking establishes intimate contact with place. It attached us to a 
landscape (…) it makes us in good measure the streets and paths we walk 
(…) Walking coagulates time, expands distance, and makes places dense 
and prickly with details and complexities (Amato 2004: 276). 

 

In phenomenological theories, landscape is not a static gaze, but connects vision to the 

experiences of the body in the landscape. The focus of landscape phenomenology has 

shifted further from dwelling to moving in the landscape as a mode of human 

interaction with the environment, to perception-in-motion. Movement, especially 

walking is significant for mountaineering, as on Mount Kenya the landscape is 

experienced through constant movement and the journey is just as important as arriving. 

                                                 
19 In the 1890s, there were 18 glaciers, but only ten remain and they retreat up to ten metres per year, 
while various plant species advance up the slopes (Mizuno 2005: 68). 
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Movement is basic to an awareness of space and an essential element for sense of 

direction and how landscape experience. An idea of abstract space can only be formed 

by movement. Fast movement leads to loss of the sense of spaciousness, but a walker 

observes surroundings and moves at a pace that the body controls (Tuan 1977: 52-53). 

 

The emphasis on practices of landscape like walking is also a methodological shift from 

interpretive and discursive analysis to ethnographic methods and participation. The 

focus is on everyday experiences, encounters, movement, skills and affections. Tactile, 

as opposed to visual landscape experiences are noted, as tactile and haptic are key 

registers through which self and landscape are experienced (Wylie 2007: 165-168). 

 

Ingold criticizes that western intellectual traditions rank vision and hearing over touch. 

He argues for a more grounded approach, as we are fundamentally “in touch” with the 

environment through the feet and the ground. In the western tradition, we tend to 

imagine perceiving from a stationary position, so that knowledge is accumulated from 

points of observation (Ingold 2011: 45). Ingold argues that, to the contrary, moving is 

the condition of being by which we inhabit the landscape and gain knowledge, whereby 

the movement of the feet can also tell us about the mind (ibid.: 10-13). 

 

Movement is our fundamental way of being in the world and Ingold redefined the static 

idea of dwelling as not being in place but along paths. Humans perceive through the 

activity at hand and draw meaning from their engagements (ibid.: 11, 17). The guides 

on Mount Kenya walk and carry for a living and perceive the mountain landscape 

through constant movement. As walking with heavy loads in high altitudes is their main 

skill, their feet have learned to respond to changes in the mountain landscape. Ingold 

argues that perception depends on how we move and walking is a way of knowing. The 

movements of the feet respond to what is perceived ahead and this response to the 

changing conditions is central to bodily techniques and skills (ibid.: 46).  

 

Phenomenologists agree that when we walk, not only is the body experienced in a 

special way, but our bodies also become sensitive to the world. Edmund Husserl writes 

that as our body is always there, through walking we understand how our body relates 

to the world, as we experience the continuity of the self and the changing of the world 

(Husserl 1981: 242-250). 
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4.3 Bodily techniques of walking 

 

Ingold argues that there is no landscape in itself, only in relation to the people 

experiencing it: people and landscape are mutually constituted: “Landscapes take on 

meanings and appearances in relation to people, and people develop skills, knowledge 

and identities in relation to the landscapes in which they find themselves” (Ingold 2011: 

129). With my discussions and observations on moving in the mountain landscape, I 

wanted to get to the bottom of what is actually different about walking in the mountain, 

as many of the guides and porters had walked and carried loads for a living for over a 

decade. 

 

Theories of walking as a way of experiencing the landscape helped me observe ways of 

walking in the mountain and to realize the level of detail in which one can analyze 

walking practices. Walking is in itself a way of knowing and can be as much about 

observing and thinking as getting from place to place (Ingold & Vergunst 2008: 5). 

 

Tuan differentiates spatial skill, what we can accomplish with our body and our range 

and speed of mobility, and spatial knowledge of the terrain, which can be expressed in 

maps (Tuan 1977: 74-77). The guides and porters have both: spatial skills like proper 

ways of carrying weight and the right pace of movement, as well as spatial knowledge 

of the routes and weather that allows them to avoid danger. 

 

Many guides could describe the sensations of walking in the body and their walking 

practices quite well. They were very much aware of the workings of the body when 

carrying heavy loads at high altitudes. They know from dozens of trips how the 

mountain affects the body through the altitude, walking and carrying. From visiting the 

mountain repeatedly, the body gets well acclimatized, although going back to the 

mountain after a long break during the low season can be hard. Walking is hard at first 

and you feel the altitude, but you get used to it when you have been walking for a while. 
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 4.3.1 Carrying weight 

 

An integral element of the porters’ job is the load that they carry. There is no clear limit 

for how much porters may carry on Mount Kenya and no scales at the park gate like on 

Kilimanjaro. One guide said that the ideal limit for loads is 15 kg, but at the start it can 

be more, as the first day is short. Guides had noted that some guidebooks say porters 

can carry 18 kg, but often they may carry up to 25 kg on the first day and the load is 

only reduced to 18 kg later on. Paul, who sometimes still worked as a porter, told me he 

could carry around 25 kg on the first day, but then it should be reduced to 18 kg. 

 

Porters found it useful to see their groups the day before the trek, as it was important to 

be able to judge the composition of a group and the abilities and equipment of clients 

before the trek. Each morning, the client takes their bag to the porter who is carrying it 

and the porter ties his things to it. Often it is not enough to carry a big bag on the back, 

as cookers and fuel are also carried by hand in plastic bags. As an extreme example, 

John told of how one group of tourists he guided did not carry anything themselves, not 

even their own water bottles and they make the porters walk slowly with them.  

 

Porters have to decide whether it is better to have equipment for themselves or less to 

carry. They need to juggle between their own gear and not knowing beforehand how 

much weight the client brings and how much help they will need on the way. Porters 

save on loads for example by not carrying water and drinking from streams. Peter had 

learned that he should always bring enough gear for himself as well, as the weather can 

change unexpectedly: 

You do not assume and say ‘it is just like that’, because it changes even 
over the night and day. I remember very well, there was a time in January. 
January is so dry that everybody do not even mind to which shoes you are 
going with – provided it cannot slide, you can wear. We never mind even 
to carry waterproof. I recall (…) it turns right in the morning; we were 
preparing to climb to Shipton’s. The rain started in the morning at seven. 
It rained. And by that time, you know, the client looked at the watch (…) 
the client wants to go, so what can we do? So, we had no rain cover. That 
rain took us up to Shipton’s (…) that was the time now that I did not even 
assume about the mountain. Even if it is dry season, I pack all my things – 
I don’t even say I am going for two days or three, so I wont carry this! No 
matter, I am going to the mountain; I must carry all my belongings. 
Because it can cause illness, and whatever you have gone there to find, it 
may also get finished to the drugs and the illness. (Peter) 
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Despite these strategies of carrying, weight was also seen as a positive thing. Many 

guides said that they would rather walk up the mountain with some sort of a load to 

carry than with bare backs. If there is no load to carry, walking will be uncomfortable 

and movement slower. John said that he knows this through experience and if the guides 

with nothing to carry, he will get tired: 

 
You feel uncomfortable when you walk without a bag. If you are 
completely empty, you feel you are tired also. It is advisable for all to have 
something on the back, to support you somehow. (John) 
 

The weight needs to be adjusted to the person’s role in the mountain. There are different 

roles for guides and porters, not just in how they serve the tourist, but in how they walk 

and carry. Guides and porters work together to manage the loads and if a guide has too 

much to carry, he may move some of his things to the porters towards the end of the 

trek, as they will have less food to carry. “I used to be able to carry even 30 kilos that 

time I was a porter, but I had to move very fast”, one guide told me, but added that he 

does not want to carry a heavy load as a guide, as that is not the job of a guide: 

 
If a bag like yours is given to a porter, it will be like paper, but if given to 
a guide, he will be tired. The guide needs something light (…) when you 
have a heavy bag, breathing is also hard and your mind is not with you. 
Your mind is on the load that you’re carrying. The guide’s mind should be 
free to be with the client and not with whatever he is carrying. The guide 
should, if possible, only have his belongings to carry. (Peter) 

 

Even with these skills and knowledge on walking and carrying, the clients’ wishes and 

abilities are an important to take into account. Most guides had come to the conclusion 

that for an ideal set up, each group should have two porters per client. But this also 

depends on the amount of money clients have to use and what level of service and 

comfort they expect. When climbing with only one client, guides often struggle: Paul 

among others told me that it is not good to tell the client that you cannot do it or to ask a 

single client to hire a guide and two porters. Therefore, a single client usually hires only 

one guide and one porter or just the guide. On trips like these, the guide may suffer, 

moving slowly with the client and carrying a heavy bag up to Point Lenana.  

 

The guide may also have to carry the client’s bag no matter what the plan has been. 

Many clients insist, despite the advice given by the guide, on carrying their own bags, 

either to minimize the cost of porters or to prove they can do it on their own. The guides 
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felt it was very risky to go with a client or many that carry their own bags, because no 

matter how fit they are, the altitude can affect them in unexpected ways. On each trip I 

saw at least one group where a guide, in addition to their own bag, had to carry a full 

backpack for a client who had planned to carry it themselves. 

 

A client cannot realistically conceive of the amount of food needed for the whole group 

for a four-day trek. But if a guide tries to get the clients to take more porters, clients 

may assume they are just trying to get more money. John explained that luckily, most 

clients are able to walk well for the first day or two and at the same time the food load 

reduces as the trek proceeds. Clients do not usually get severely ill until the second hut 

and by then, almost half of the food has been eaten so porters can help if needed. 

 

Guides and porters need to think of different strategies to work with these variables, for 

example taking fewer things for themselves and having reserve porters back in town. 

Clients sometimes change their minds after the first day of trekking and want porters to 

be called to catch up with them to the first hut. It is the guide who is responsible for 

organizing the trek so that the clients may reach their goal. 

 

Guides and porters joke a lot with each other as they meet on the trails and in town, to 

lighten the heavy work. Stopping to chat and meeting others on the mountain is an 

essential part of mountain work. I was told that when one guide meets another, the one 

going up tends to ask “how is the summit” and if they know each other well, they may 

exchange more news of the mountain. According to John, by custom they exchange 

insults before departing, perhaps to keep the mood cheerful. 

 

A surprising technique of helping to bear the load was hidden from me at first as I did 

not understand Gikuyu. John once explained to me that it is a common habit of the 

porters to tell jokes and call each other by rude names, to take their minds of the loads: 

“Sometimes when the porter is carrying a heavy load, if he is called a name, he might 

out of shock forget the load that he is carrying for a while.” These joking relations and 

occupational slang are prime examples of how the guides have formed quite a typical 

male subculture – they aim to be relaxed and easy-going, joking to keep up the good 

mood and not minding their tongues when amongst themselves. 
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 4.3.2 Walking practices 

 

When carrying a heavy load, an important skill is knowing the right pace of walking. 

The main difference between a guide and a porter is that guides move with clients, 

whereas porters carry as much as possible and move at their own pace. The most 

important technique of walking and carrying for the porters was to move fast. The risk 

of altitude sickness forces clients to ascend slowly. Even when descending, clients tend 

to be slower as they take care in their movements, observe the scenery, take photos and 

sometimes chat with each other. A guide must walk slowly with them, but porters can 

go at their own pace. 

 

How many rests porters take depends on the load and the places agreed on for stops, 

should the clients have to eat or take something from their bags. Porters often walk fast, 

in their own groups and talk relatively little. Porters tend to chat mostly during their 

breaks, when they get the loads off their backs. For the last day’s walk, when bags are 

the lightest, John said he often asks Peter or Paul to walk with him, as it is easy to 

discuss then. 

 

Porters like to move on their own for many reasons. All the guides that I talked to said 

that it is easier to move fast with a heavy bag; moving slowly with the weight is hard: 

 
You cannot bear to be slow, the weight forces you to be quick so you get 
to the end to drop it down and rest. If you are overloaded and go slowly, 
the weight will stay on your shoulders and back for a longer time. (Peter) 

 

Another explanation was the convenience of the client: porters move fast so that they 

can first stay behind to finish packing up for the group in the mornings and after each 

stop, then catch up with the clients, pass them and wait at the next stop or at the final 

hut with a cup of tea or lunch. Porters leave each morning up to half an hour after the 

guide has left with the clients, but soon pass them and wait at the next agreed spot. The 

same resting places are used, because the group members move at different paces and 

guides know from experience at which points on the trail the clients are likely to feel 

tired. After lunch, porters will stay behind to pack up, but will again pass the clients to 

reach the huts quickly, get the loads off their backs and prepare for the clients’ arrival. 
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One strategy of carrying is for porters to use their own routes for moving high in the 

mountain. The summit circuit that I took on my first trip in 2010 is used by porters to 

avoid climbing to Point Lenana. Walking for only about four kilometres took all day, as 

the path winded up and down from up to 4 200 m to 4 700 m with several ridges to 

cross. On this occasion, I saw a most memorable feat of strength and perseverance, as I 

observed a group of porters in their work, each about 50 to 60 years old. Each was 

carrying not one but two or three big bags and other supplies like mattresses and a 

canister. Paul, my guide then, estimated that they were carrying more than 30 kg each 

and these were the bags of clients who had climbed Point Lenana from Shipton’s and 

were descending to Mackinder’s Lodge on Naro Moru. The porters had smaller bags of 

their own as well, because their group was staying in the mountain for a long time. 

 

For once, the porters were not advancing faster than me. Although they all walked on 

their own, they shared some of the weight. The men kept passing each other and one at 

a time they carried a canister of fuel that they left at some point on the trail for the one 

coming behind to carry. With these extreme loads, their old age and the very high 

altitude, the strategies of carrying were different: they started off early in the morning, 

walked very fast and took many breaks. They walked much faster than I did, but in the 

end we had the same pace as they took lengthy breaks. I let them pass me many times 

on the narrow trail, but I passed them again when they were taking a break. Descending 

over 200 meters to Hausberg Valley took them only half a minute, as they easily slid 

down with heavy loads by jumping with each foot in turn on the loose gravel; a 

technique that had left great marks of erosion on the hillside (See Figures 18 & 19). 

 

Porters did not feel much pity for those who were just starting out. On my second trek, I 

saw a young porter on his first job collapse at Shipton’s Camp at 4 200 m. He was 

escorted out of the hut by two others. He looked like he was drunk and they dropped 

him down outside by the door. I asked Peter about it and he vaguely said that the boy is 

a bit sick, as it is his first time in the mountain. There were many guides and porters 

sitting outside, but no one seemed worried. Paul explained that it was this boy’s first 

time; he had been affected by the altitude, overloaded and running too fast to keep up 

with other porters. They had all had similar experiences of exhaustion in the beginning. 
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Figure 18: To descend to Hausberg Valley, porters jump on loose gravel. 

 

Figure 19: Ascending to Arthur’s Seat, with a view of the Summit Circuit trail 
meandering in Hausberg Valley and erosion below Hausberg Col. 
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Sickness and discomfort were seen as realities of the job that the young boys had to 

learn. This gave them the chance to decide whether they wanted to try to make it as a 

porter. As I discussed this porter who collapsed with other guides, one explained that on 

the first trip, one must take care for the pumping of blood to go well or there will be 

complications. On the first trip, when you sit down you feel the warmth in your body, 

blood pumps to the head and you cannot see for a while. 

 

Although human spatial experience depends mostly on sight, once on the mountain, we 

experience with all the senses. Hearing is also important, as soundless space seems 

lifeless and the mountain is eerily silent and still at the peaks (Tuan 1977: 6-10). Tuan 

argues that the five senses – seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting and touching – are not our 

only ways to respond to the world. Some people are sensitive to changes in humidity 

and atmospheric pressure as well (ibid.: 16-17). The mountain is also felt in the body, 

through the symptoms of altitude sickness and the thin air that makes breathing hard. 

 

Guides keep an eye on porters on the mountain and may ask the competent ones to work 

for them. When hiring new porters from the street, they will test their abilities on the 

first trip: 

You see you can’t train the porters here, some tell you they are very strong 
but up on the mountain some are weak. Up on the mountain you will see. 
(…) Some may say that they can do well, but up there they say ‘no more’. 
Maybe they feel tired, but you need somebody fit. (James) 
 
It’s not hard to find porters, you just find some men and take them up. If 
you see that the trip is not hard for them, then you invite them to the 
summit. Then when you see that they can go to summit, you see that they 
can be given clients and when you see that they bring them back and they 
are happy, that is how they are qualified as guides. (Fredrick) 

 

Since childhood, guides were used to walking long distances to school and herding 

cattle. Still, they described that you only get used to the work by walking the mountain 

many times and work should be started slowly. Some noted the physical difficulties in 

the beginning, others noted the older porters. One guide stated his worst obstacles were: 

 
The altitude and the attitude of the people that I had to go out with, 
because competition was the name of the game. They would not like new 
members to join what they were doing, so they tried to keep you off. And 
how did they do that? By making sure, that you carry extra weight. 
(Anthony) 
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4.4 Avoiding danger in the mountain 

 

For most people, walking is an activity we do not need to focus on in everyday life and 

only moving in a foreign environment or in bad weather conditions is challenging. 

Through years of walking the mountain landscape, Mount Kenya guides and porters 

have developed special skills in carrying, ascending and descending, as well as when to 

take breaks. But as both the body and the mind get tired, walking asks for concentration. 

As Vergunst noted while observing hill-walking in Scotland, each step informs the 

walker of the environment and the feet and body respond to this by adjusting the 

techniques of walking (Vergunst 2008: 115). 

 

Vergunst studied how various mishaps changed the character of walks radically and 

showed how these grounded experiences can be explored ethnographically: intense 

experiences like injuries, losing the way and bad weather are common subjects of 

narratives, when something “really happened” on the trek (ibid.: 105). This presence of 

danger is related to how the guides remember past treks, as all told me that they 

remember those trips where something hazardous happened. 

 

In most cases of danger, the presence of other people is a promise for help. Getting lost 

on the mountain was one danger for both tourists wandering off on their own and 

porters just starting out on the job. Stepping off the trail may also lead to losing the way. 

Guides still remembered how about ten years ago, a woman lost on the Nanyuki side 

was found by poachers who rescued her. Past disappearances were told of for years: 

 
There was one time, there was a group of I think fifteen Americans (…) 
one girl was aged eighteen and (…) just actually from Sirimon gate to Old 
Moses, decided to go and have a pee in the bush and she never showed up. 
The search went on for months and she never surfaced again (…) she 
could not have died. (…) they realized she is lost after maybe half an hour. 
(…) because there are many of them, all the guides and porters, then they 
could like do a quick search and find the remains. This time it’s like she 
purposely did it. (John) 

 

When lost, space dominates us and we are no longer in control of our walking. Vergunst 

describes how getting lost affected the dynamics of the climbing group he was a part of, 

as easy sociability changed to a quiet seriousness and purposeful walking (Vergunst 

2008: 119). The mountain landscape appeals to western climbers because it is a place of 
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nature, with few signs left by humans. But space is also a threat, if there are no trodden 

paths, signposts and thereby no meanings yet established in the landscape to be seen. 

Some places may not be familiar to us by personal experience, but show signs of human 

presence like a path. 

 

Bad weather may cause even the guides to get lost. It may sometimes snow up to the 

knee on the mountain and the bright white ground may cause snow blindness, a UV-

burn on the surface of the eye. This burn may temporarily blind the person and guides 

try to avoid it by holding something black under their eyes. Peter, for example, told me 

of how in October 2009 he was working as a porter on the mountain with two clients 

and it snowed during the day and over the night, but he had no sunglasses. He ascended 

the Chogoria route and was snow blind by the time he reached Austrian Hut: 

(…) by the time I gave tea, my eyes went blind, immediately and instantly. 
I went to bed, but cold not sleep. It was painful. I called the guide at four, 
because I couldn’t do anything, to prepare the tea for the clients. I told 
them to come back and collect me after Lenana and they came back after 
the sunrise. (…) The client cut a part of his sweater (…) to cover my eyes. 
When they were covered, I could see slightly in the light. The light hurt! If 
eyes were opened, tears came from them. 
 

Peter had to be escorted back down all the way to Meru Bandas and he fell down many 

times on the way. Many guides had had similar experiences of snow blindness. 

 

It is not very often that people die on Mount Kenya, but a few of the guides had 

witnessed death on the mountain. In the last ten years, there had mostly been incidents 

where technical climbers had fallen and died. Every few years, some also die of altitude 

sickness, although it is rarely lethal20. Many climb too fast and on each of my trips, 

people have been descending who did not make it to the peak because of altitude 

sickness. Clients often go against the advice of guides, thinking how they can save 

money and not how they can enjoy the mountain. During my fieldwork, even after I had 

been acclimatizing in Nanyuki for weeks, I felt pain in my lungs high on the mountain 

and on my third trip, a woman was evacuated by helicopter from Shipton’s Camp the 

                                                 
20 High altitude diseases can be divided into acute mountain sickness (AMS), high altitude pulmonary 
oedema and high altitude cerebral oedema. AMS is the most common and is caused by lack of 
acclimatization; symptoms include headache, nausea, vomiting, fatigue, lack of sleep and swelling. Blue 
and Stevenson wrote in 1998 that annually up to half of the world’s pulmonary oedema cases occurred on 
Mount Kenya due to its steepness and rapid ascents (Blue & Stevenson 1998 [1959]: 2, 9-10). 
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day before our arrival there. Even John said that if he spends three weeks away from the 

mountain in Nairobi, he may get sick and altitude sickness affects clients unexpectedly: 

 
We are all different, so the altitude can affect us differently (…) I’ve seen 
some people getting really sick at Shipton’s Camp (…) in the middle of 
the night, before they expect to leave at three o-clock to Point Lenana, all 
of a sudden (…) if you don’t act right now, they’ll go and die (…) if you 
are all alone, you know, easily, anything can happen. But if you are in a 
group or you are two or at least you know guide or somebody to talk to, if 
you just explain how you feel (…) in most of the altitude sicknesses, the 
only solution or the first aid is to get lower, before anything else and a 
hundred meters can save your life. (John) 

 

The mountain presents many dangers for the client and the novice that the experienced 

guides and porters know how to avoid. Guides and porters acquire both special 

knowledge of the mountain and spatial skills that allow their bodies to adapt to 

changing conditions. Through these examples, it is clear that for the guides, the 

mountain is experienced rather than seen and it is first and foremost experienced 

through movement. Weight, altitude, speed and weather are all aspects of the experience 

of walking the mountain, only some of which can be controlled. In the end, the journey 

will surely turn out to as meaningful as reaching the goal and the whole undertaking is 

given a new meaning with the ordeals encountered on the way. Having gone through 

these ways of walking the mountain, I now want to move on to the last part of my 

thesis: how the mountain is remembered and talked about, how the guides are 

sentimentally attached to it and their sense of place. 
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5. Senses of place 

 

I started this thesis with a quote from Eric, an elderly guide from Naro Moru: “You 

asked me if I go to church. I don’t go, that is my church. I think, eat and drink Mount 

Kenya.” These words struck me because they relate the depth of the experience that Eric 

had of Mount Kenya, a relation to the landscape so deep that he compared the mountain 

to a place of worship. Mount Kenya was constantly present in his life: it was the source 

of his livelihood as well as the home of his thoughts. Even when he was off the 

mountain, it was still present in the skyline. 

 

For a mountain guide, the experience of Mount Kenya can be something as formative in 

life as thinking, eating or drinking. This relation shows a deep sense of place, to borrow 

Feld and Basso’s term, and could well be described with Yi Fu Tuan’s concept 

topophilia. Memories and personal experiences, as well as symbolic value of the 

landscape and associations with the sacred are important for forming topophilia: the 

love of place or the affective bond between people and place (Tuan 1974: 4, 99). 

“Topophilia takes many forms and varies greatly in emotional range and intensity (…) 

fleeting visual pleasure; the sensual delight of physical contact; the fondness for place 

because it is home and incarnates the past, because it evokes pride of ownership or of 

creation (…)” (ibid.: 247).  

 

Affects related to the landscape are an important aspect of landscape relations just as 

dwelling and movement are. Mount Kenya is sentimentally significant to the guides 

because of their personal experiences and memories of the landscape. The depth of the 

landscape experience was expressed by all of my main informants as sentimentalism 

towards the mountain. 

 

Peter is one of the guides that I discussed with most and his speech often conveyed deep 

sentiments towards the landscape. “I like the mountain with all my heart”, he once 

exclaimed after describing a trek on the mountain. My two other main informants also 

spoke of love for their work and the mountain: Paul, like many others, told me that even 

if he retired form the job, he would still keep going to the mountain, because he loves 

the mountain. John first spoke sentimentally of his work as a mountain guide when I 
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told him I had come back to study their work on the mountain, to which he replied: 

“Actually that is very good, because when you do this job, it comes from the heart. I 

might have been offered better jobs during the years, but I declined them”. 

 

The sentimental connection that is formed to the landscape is a strong motive for why 

many of the guides have stayed on the job for years. The attachment to the landscape 

has become a motive for the guides to climb: in addition to the livelihood it provides, 

love for the work and the mountain is also important. 

 

The guides have numerous personal experiences of the landscape that are tied as 

memories to places in the mountain and shared with other guides. The most impressive 

stories circulate far and for a long time. Mount Kenya encompasses many different 

landscape ideas and has become the site of a pilgrimage inherent in the idea of 

mountaineering, a long walk taken to seek enlightenment and a feeling of the sanctity of 

the journey and the landscape. In this last chapter, I want to examine these ideas in 

detail: how memories are placed in the landscape and the sanctity of the mountain 

today. 

 

 

5.1 Memories and stories placed in the landscape 

 

Humans may become attached to enormous places even if they are not directly 

experienced, like nation states, if these places symbolize something that they hold 

important. To some extent all Gikuyus are attached to Mount Kenya. Awareness of 

Gikuyu history on the mountain, for example the Mau Mau freedom fighters in the 

Mount Kenya forests and the traditional beliefs related to the mountain, on their part 

shape the sense of place of the Gikuyu guides. 

 

In addition, personal memories of events in the landscape shape how guides perceive it. 

As noted in the previous chapter, many memories that the guides had of the landscape 

were related to danger. The guides have learned to read the mountain landscape, but a 

client may disagree on how to read those same signs. Peter, for example, once told me 

of an incident that took place at Minto’s Hut on the Chogoria route, where he judged the 
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conditions of the mountain as dangerous, but was forced to argue with a client about 

this: 

We were three; we started our trip on Chogoria. And by the time we 
reached Minto’s (…) there was white everywhere. That lady I remember 
well (…). We pitched a tent just near the hut. By the night she came and 
called me. She told me she could not sleep, she was shivering (…) I told 
her that if this continues, we won’t go to the top. She was just about to 
abuse me – I accepted the abuse. She told me I cannot pay all that sum of 
money and come here and fail to go where I intend. (…) you can recall the 
steep slope to go down to Minto’s – it was all white! To climb to the top, it 
was not so easy! (…) So I told her, ‘if you don’t want to return to your 
home, let’s try and just go beyond this point.’ It is so dangerous, 
sometimes you may find Lenana so easy walking and if you come during 
the snowy time – you could not even know it is the Lenana that you know. 
Yes. It used to be so bad, you may go there with an ice axe, you try and 
you fail. You accept it, but the client may tell you – you know there are 
other clients that are so daring, they do not mind about death! 

 

Memories of events on the mountain shape how the landscape is experienced, as places 

become more personal when the experiences are tied to them and remembered (Tuan 

1974: 95). Edward S. Casey has written about how places aid remembering by tying 

memories to the landscape and these places may be re-entered, physically or through the 

memory. Memory may even be place-oriented, as we always tend to build memories in 

places, are moved by the places and may be left thinking about them (Casey 1987: 184-

187, 195). 

 

When recounting things that had happened on the mountain, the stories that guides told 

were strongly place-bound, whereas they had to think longer to be able to remember 

which year the events took place. Casey argues that memories of events are tied to place 

and not to time: we often remember the exact place where something happened, not the 

exact time. 

 

In the quote above, Peter verified that I knew the place he was talking about: “you can 

recall the steep slope to go down to Minto’s”. This constantly happened when we 

discussed the guides’ memories of the mountain. For each story the guides told, they 

carefully described the place where the events happened. It was also important to the 

guides that I knew the place, as if I could not have really conceptualized what happened 

if I did not know exactly where it happened. 
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Landscape memories are easier to share with those who know the same landscape. 

Through stories heard from each other, guides acquire valuable information on the 

mountain, for example on weather conditions and dangers that also modifies their 

landscape ideas. Peter also recounted a story of a tragic event that all guides had heard 

of and many told me about. He had been on the mountain when it happened and the 

group in question had passed by his group not far from where the first story took place. 

Here, again, the lesson is that the weather may change the mountain landscape and 

make walking dangerous. It is through hearing stories like this one that he now told on 

that Peter had learned to avoid the peak area in conditions like those in the first story 

where he had avoided danger: 

 
You know, there are things that happen in this mountain that we say they 
are just like accidents. Because last year but one, there was a lady (…) 
they had been together with her husband (…) the guide they were with, he 
told the girl not to move far away from her husband, because it is so 
snowy and so slippery (…) you mark just like a trail on the snow, and if 
you go beyond those steps, it is easy for you to fall down. So, the lady 
decided to go first, so that she can be in front of us. By the time she moved 
out of the trail, she slipped down. I think you can recall Harris Tarn, 
before you reach Lenana (…) All that place was snowy. She hit a stone 
with her head and that was the end of her (…) I was in the mountain, I 
came from Minto’s and found that she had been rescued and dropped 
down. 

 

The news of tragic events that lead to death, injury or evacuation spread fast among the 

guides and are remembered and told on for a long time. Guides learn to know the 

mountain from walking together and hearing what older guides and porters tell about 

their experiences. Both personal experiences and stories give meaning to places and 

stories heard from others have taught the guides about the places and conditions of 

danger high up in the mountain. The more experienced can not only recount stories, 

they can perceive the details in the landscape more clearly (Ingold 2011: 162). 

 

Places are powerful aides in remembering, as our bodies are situated in these places and 

we remember places from the point of view where our own bodies were (Casey 1987: 

196-197). Landscapes are always there for their inhabitants to reflect on and experience 

and the anthropologist must find out the individual and cultural significance of a 

landscape (Basso 1996a: 67, 72-74). Keith Basso is one of the best known landscape 

anthropologists and has written about how the Western Apache have culturally 
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appropriated their landscape to carry stories attached to certain places.21 Basso’s 

research reveals the intricacy with which people may adapt to their physical 

surroundings. He notes that landscape conceptions can be accessed by listening to talk 

about the landscape, when people unthinkingly represent it and their understanding of 

how they occupy the landscape.  

 

Places become meaningful to us when associations are tied to them and we remember 

these when we visit the places again (Solnit 2001: 13). These experiences, memories 

and stories heard change the way the landscape is perceived. Some stories told on by 

guides and porters endure for years and shape their collective consciousness and 

landscape ideas, as the guides keep coming back to the same places along the routes. 

 

There was a strong idea among the guides that other Kenyans who had not been to the 

mountain could not understand it and their work. For the guides and porters, Mount 

Kenya formed a place-world of its own, with its own places and events that they discuss 

together. This place-making is a social activity that constructs the landscape, traditions 

and personal as well as occupational identities of the guides and porters (Basso 1996a: 

6-7). Among themselves, the guides seemed to have very similar landscape ideas, which 

were at the same time very different from those of other Kenyans and also often differed 

from those of tourists. 

 

 

5.2 The sanctity of mountaineering 

 

In the third chapter, I described traditional ideas of Mount Kenya as sacred and the 

abode of Ngai, the Gikuyu god. As mentioned, the majority of Gikuyus are now 

Christians and thereby this idea is no longer directly supported by most, but these ideas 

are still well-known and add to the guides’ experience of the mountain. The theme of 

sacredness on Mount Kenya can also be approached through looking at spiritual 

experiences on the mountain that are related to the basic idea of mountaineering. For 

                                                 
21 Apache narratives often focus on where the events occurred as much as the events themselves. When 
their events are narrated, they are connected to points in the landscape and establish bonds between 
people and landscape features (Basso 1996a: 45-47). 
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this purpose, I want to introduce the idea of pilgrimage to the discussion of climbing on 

Mount Kenya. 

 

As described in chapter three, the search for spiritual experiences on Mount Kenya 

sometimes takes a very concrete form, as elderly Gikuyus made their way up the 

mountain slopes to pray. In addition, many others move on the mountain to pay respect, 

pray or search for lost artifacts. I heard of and saw individuals and groups of many 

different faiths on the mountain: an international group was once praying on Point 

Lenana at sunrise and I met an Australian man who searched the Mount Kenya forests 

for the long-lost Arc of Covenant. John told of Mexican clients fasting during their 

climb and Peter spoke of wealthy Gikuyus organizing a trip to pray on Batian. 

 

It is clear from these examples that many tourists on Mount Kenya border on pilgrims in 

the strict sense of the term. However, Mount Kenya also embodies the ideals of a 

western culture of testing the mind and the body through a long walk. Pilgrimage can be 

defined as the phenomenon where people travel an arduous journey and either the 

journey itself or the destination is perceived as sacred. There may be various 

motivations for pilgrimage, of which religious beliefs are only one type and recreational 

motives have an influence as well. Trekking on Mount Kenya fits the definition of a 

pilgrimage, as even the more traditional pilgrimages usually involve a long walk on 

established routes to well-known destinations (Solnit 2001: 138). 

 

Pilgrimage in the case of Mount Kenya is often not dictated by an official religion, but 

is a mix of the sacred and the secular. The roles of tourist and pilgrim mix, but these 

roles have always been tied to each other and nowadays tourism is one important 

ground for pilgrimage (Ross-Bryant 2005: 32-33).Various ideas and experiences come 

together in Mount Kenya National Park and the experience of climbing is not the same 

for everyone, as climbers often have conflicting beliefs, values and practices.  

 

In mountaineering, pilgrimage is first and foremost a feeling of the sanctity of the 

journey. The idea of pilgrimage is behind all mountaineering; as Solnit writes, it is the 

structure of the journey. Throughout time, people have sacrificed worldly goods to seek 

enlightenment and self-improvement through a long walk in the wilderness. A long 

walk may be a pilgrimage if it is a concrete trial in search of something intangible like 
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personal transformation. In both mountaineering and pilgrimage, the journey taken is at 

least as important as arriving (Solnit 2001: 131). 

 

When trekking on Mount Kenya, the first and last days of the trek are walked on the 

road. If there is a car passing on this section, porters will try to get a ride on it with the 

bags and it is considered impolite not to give porters a ride. However, tourists rarely 

ride in cars on the mountain. A practical reason is that visitors should move up the 

mountain slowly to acclimatize well and avoid altitude sickness, but another reason is 

the idea that the peaks have to be reached by walking. The whole idea is to walk and in 

fact a car passing by might even spoil the mood of hiking. For the tourist, there is value 

in walking itself, as they have often travelled thousands of kilometres to test themselves 

through this long walk. 

 

Ordinarily, many types of gear and techniques are used to make walking more 

comfortable, but pilgrims may try to make their walk more difficult (Solnit 2001: 45). 

In mountaineering, not only the arrival is important, but also whether one can make it 

by walking, preferably carrying all equipment. Asceticism and the denial of comforts is 

seen as the victory of mind over body (Tuan 1974: 51-52) and tests the walker: some 

climbers prefer tents to sleeping in the huts and it is debated whether it is acceptable to 

take medication for altitude sickness.22 

 

Solnit argues that as the structure of a journey, pilgrimage, asceticism and physical 

exertion in search of spiritual enlightenment may be almost universal (Solnit 2001: 46, 

50).23 Mountaineering tests both physical and spiritual strength and is seen as a way to 

get in contact with the wilderness (Amato 2004: 262). In mountaineering taken as a 

pilgrimage, the walker hopes to undergo a transformation during the walk. This walk 

turns the spiritual transformation into a concrete physical exercise that is easier to grasp. 

Still, there is a difference in how the guides see the sanctity of the walk compared to the 

tourist. It could be said that for the tourist, the walk is sacred, whereas for the guides, 

sanctity is more often related to the landscape. 

                                                 
22 There is something similar in attempts to climb without extra oxygen in the Himalayas (see Ortner 
1999: 48, 189) 
23 Solnit describes how fund-raising walks have become a mainstream version of pilgrimage in the United 
States: “(…) they retain much of the content of the pilgrimage: the subject of health and healing, the 
community of pilgrims, and the earning through suffering or at least exertion” (Solnit 2001: 60). This 
type of fundraising tied to climbing is appearing on Mount Kenya as well. 
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Solnit argues that western climbers tend to imagine life as a journey and a demanding 

walk makes this image concrete. As our body is acting this out, the landscape that is 

walked in is also spiritualized. Trekking and mountaineering allow the walker to 

perceive life as a journey with spiritual dimensions (Solnit 2001: 50, 74). Even at the 

roots of the western culture of walking, during Romanticism, walkers aimed to achieve 

spiritual goals (ibid.: 14-16). Tourism is often a modern day pilgrimage and in the case 

of Mount Kenya it is acted out in the traditional landscape of another culture. In the 

context of the Himalayas, Sherry Ortner also describes the contrast between sacredness 

and making a living, as the Sherpas live by guiding to their holy mountain the climbers 

who are often in search of a great spiritual enlightenment (Ortner 1999: 22-23).24 

 

Mountaineering is often a dramatic experience, with hardship, danger and possible 

triumph (Solnit 2001: 138). The idea of a pilgrimage may also affect how clients treat 

guides and porters on the mountain, as pilgrims tend to leave behind their status and 

position in normal life, to “become a walker among walkers, for there is no aristocracy 

among pilgrims save that of achievement and dedication” (ibid.: 51). A bond may often 

form between the guide and the client, who is going through a memorable life 

experience. The guides often wished to be treated as equals and it seemed that this was 

easier on the mountain than in many other contexts where Kenyans interacted with 

tourists. Many clients develop a sense of respect towards the guides as knowledgeable 

in the mountain and the difference in status may be erased by the long walk taken 

together. The wilderness with its challenges enforces equality between the walkers and 

puts everyone on the same line. As Peter once described to me: 

 
In the wilderness, no matter what your status is, you will be as one. Even 
if you carry chairs to the mountain, even if you wanted the comfort, you 
won’t feel it. Even if I carry a sofa, you won’t feel the comfort of it. 

 

Mountaineering can have different meanings for people climbing the same mountain: 

pilgrimage, sports, recreation or military action. To understand pilgrimage, we must 

                                                 
24 This discourse of mountaineering as pilgrimage has been taken up in studies of climbing on the 
Himalayas by Vincanne Adams as well: “Himalayan adventures (…) demanded physical and emotional 
endurance in dealing with the rigors of the altitude, food rationing, demands on the body, and culture 
shock, and they were loaded with expectations of the exotic and actual ritual performances that took them 
out of the realm of the mundane and into that of the spiritual. This experience made ‘liminal’ (in Victor 
Turner’s sense) left tourists with a sense of unusual achievement at having either met a new personal goal 
or survived a great physical challenge (Adams 1995: 221). 
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look at Mount Kenya as a unifying symbol that is able to encompass the varying 

experiences and ideas of visitors. Lynn Ross-Bryant finds the ideas of symbol, sacred 

site and pilgrimage especially useful in understanding the attraction of and beliefs 

underlying national parks. Sacred symbols are not always experienced in the same way 

by all people or even all who can be considered pilgrims; it is precisely the ability of the 

sacred place to constantly evoke varying meanings that brings together different people 

and different times (Ross-Bryant 2005: 31-32). Writing of how the Chagga experience 

Kilimanjaro, Timothy Clack argues that landscape is often contested: 

 
Individuals and communities perceive different – albeit usually 
overlapping – landscapes. Mount Kilimanjaro embodies cultural and 
religious environmental memories and much more. It is composed of the 
atonements and sensibilities of all who encounter, dwell and live on it. 
(…) The mountain is at once metaphor, organism, deity, pagan, provider 
and icon. It is composed of histories, memories, beliefs, expectations, 
politics, subjectivities and myths (Clack 2009: 2-3). 

 

Ross-Bryant argues that national parks are constructions that meet the needs of a 

particular culture and time, but must be examined as lived space. National parks are 

designated and experienced as sites of shared beliefs and values, but also include 

contradictory voices and goals. Related to the national park is the ideal of a timeless 

place set apart from the passage of time and (Ross-Bryant 2005: 33, 53-54). 

 

How to interpret experiences of sacred place, when they often vary for different people? 

Lane regrets the fact that in academic discourse, we lack categories for interpreting how 

a place becomes suggestive to the imagination, connected to our lives and sacred. The 

phenomenological approach suggests that places themselves affect how they are 

perceived (Lane 2001: 53-59). Lane argues that the actual embodied experience of the 

place is crucial for our attribution of sacredness to it. We only know a place to the 

extent that we respond to its geographical features and “visual, auditory, olfactory, and 

kinesthetic qualities” (ibid.: 67). The sacred is mediated by culture and the place. 

Culture, place and sacred together allow us to understand what draws people to far away 

places understood as sacred (ibid.: 70). Cultural understandings may call us to interpret 

environments in certain ways, but we only perceive the sacred in connection with the 

site in question. 
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6. Conclusions 

 

My aim has been to explore the way that both cultural constructs and personal 

experiences shape perceptions of the landscape. I have examined Mount Kenya National 

Park as a landscape formed of cultural and personal meanings for the Gikuyu mountain 

guides working there. The guides’ ideas of the landscape are affected by traditional 

ideas of the mountain, western cultural ideas of climbing and the landscape, as well as 

their experiences of the mountain through moving in the landscape. 

 

Mount Kenya is a dominating landscape feature that attracted the attention of Gikuyus 

and oriented their burial, building, sleep and prayer. The mountain is still a strong 

heritage symbol today and landscape features like Mount Kenya or Mugumo trees, both 

locations of divine manifestation in the myth of origin, support personal and collective 

history and peoples’ identities. Their sacredness has been to some extent reconciled 

with Christianity. 

 

Mount Kenya was not traditionally climbed by the Gikuyus and the idea of 

mountaineering can be said to originate from the metaphoric role that mountains came 

to have in western culture. I have described how the western appreciation of walking in 

the landscape has a cultural history, starting as a refined activity in 16th century gardens, 

until eventually contemplation on the landscape itself became significant. Cultures of 

landscape developed: notions of proper conduct, ways of expressing aesthetic values 

and appreciation for nature. Mountaineering continued this revolution, as attitudes 

towards mountains changed from religious to aesthetic and recreational. Europeans 

conquered summits around the world, for romanticism, patriotism and to demonstrate 

imperial strength. Nowadays walking in western countries has become recreational and 

is often tied to holidays, when we can find the time to walk. 

 

Landscape as a way of seeing, a detached representation of the world from an elevated 

point and as something to be conquered, is also a product of European cultural history 

and directed explorers on Mount Kenya. Imperial powers conquered landmarks and 

explorers created value for their achievements through estheticizing the landscape and 

describing its density of meaning. Later, settlers brought with them the idea of 
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conservation and so western landscape ideas affected the formation of Mount Kenya 

National Park. The mountain has since been conquered on all measurable scales, as the 

global increase in adventure tourism has brought masses of tourists to Mount Kenya. 

 

Today, place and landscape have become central themes in anthropology. Landscape 

may be conceptualized either as a view, as a way of seeing or as an environment that is 

experienced. Within landscape as experienced, the discourse has changed form dwelling 

in and inhabiting the landscape to movement, embodiment and interaction. All these 

ideas are relevant for Mount Kenya and show how the mountain has been 

conceptualized by different groups. All of them have also affected the landscape ideas 

of the mountain guides. 

 

Landscape as a concept has varying meanings and nuances. Landscape is the work of 

the mind on natural settings over time, built from both memory and environment 

(Schama 1995). Places are constructions of cultural history, experiences and memories 

(Geertz 1996) and experienced through the senses, symbolization, emotions and 

thoughts (Tuan 1974). Landscape is never wholly natural or cultural, as personal 

experiences are important and meaning comes from engagement with the environment. 

There is no landscape in itself, only in relation to the people experiencing it. 

 

Observing and inhabiting the landscape are related to different epistemologies. In 

landscape as a way of seeing, we are detached spectators observing an external reality, 

whereas phenomenology emphasizes being-in-the-world through dwelling and 

movement. Wylie proposes that landscape as a way of seeing and landscape as 

experienced together form the best picture of landscape ideas. Wylie defines landscape 

as that with which we see, act and sense (Wylie 2005: 245). 

 

Places do affect how they are perceived: we know a place through cultural ideas and 

respond to its geographical features mediated by culture and the place (Lane 2001). To 

the geographer, the meaning of a place comes down to the place itself that is seen or 

experienced. However, the experience of a particular person or group is the research 

subject of anthropology. There is no landscape in itself to be studied outside the cultural 

constructs that we have internalized (Whiston Spirn 1998; Schama 1995). My focus is 
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on the mountain guides, although I have also written about how other groups have 

perceived Mount Kenya, as their ideas have affected the guides as well. 

 

The desire to move in nature and observe the scenery are not universal experiences, but 

part of western cultural heritage. Lead by their cultural ideas, western people come to 

climb a high mountain, walk the trails and take in the scenery. These ideas have spread 

around the world through colonialism and tourism, whereby young and wealthy 

Gikuyus on the mountain said they had come to see the places that tourists visit and to 

get the same experiences. But these landscape ideas and cultures of walking were not 

internalized by most locals and an appreciation of the journey as equally important to 

arrival is not familiar to all Kenyans. 

 

Attachment to the landscape can be described as topophilia or sense of place – how 

places are known, imagined and remembered (Feld & Basso 1996). The appreciation of 

a landscape may be based on either cultural constructs or a sudden experience (Tuan 

1974). The guides have learned to love the landscape that they know well and said they 

would want to visit the mountain even if they would not work there anymore. Many had 

tried to convince others to come see the mountain, but most had not experienced the 

same surprising fascination with the landscape or found the motivation to climb higher. 

 

The landscape ideas of the guides often came closer to western views of nature and 

walking than the ideas of other Gikuyus. The guides have become a group of their own 

with a special relationship to Mount Kenya. The experience of landscape is also 

subjective and it can be said that probably those who have found appreciation for the 

landscape have continued working on the mountain. It could be said that for example 

Peter’s relative and John’s brothers, who originally took them to climb, succeeded as 

they got their relatives to stay on the mountain. 

 

Therefore, to summarize, various aspects affect the landscape experiences of mountain 

guides on Mount Kenya. First, a notable factor is the Gikuyu cultural background of the 

guides, affecting mostly ideas of Mount Kenya as a sacred landscape in the distance. 

Many guides were undecided on the sanctity of the mountain, but for example Paul 

exclaimed that even though he is a Christian, he still thinks that the mountain is sacred 
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and several guides, including John and Eric, referred to Mount Kenya as their holy 

mountain. 

 

Second, most guides had experienced a sudden fascination with the landscape: first 

impressions were very memorable and ever since their first time to the mountain, most 

had wanted to keep returning. Many were amazed by the mountain landscape, 

describing it like it was another country. Tuan argues that sudden aesthetic experiences 

are the most intense, not those aroused by an acquired taste for landscapes. Therefore, 

those who have experienced the beauty of the mountain have continued as guides. John, 

for example, told that he had later been offered “better jobs”, but declined them. Paul 

and many others had also realized that this was what they wanted to do for a living. 

 

Third, the appreciation for landscape and walking is also affected by ideas acquired 

from western climbers and the whole legacy of trekking left by early explorers and 

settlers. This has strengthened the guides’ ideas of the mountain as worth experiencing. 

Peter criticized other Kenyans for not wanting to travel and see new places and Paul 

expressed the idea that landscape should be enjoyed in silence. As I asked the guides 

about their favourite routes, they described their chosen routes being “natural”, “scenic” 

or “quiet” – ideas influenced by a western appreciation for nature, scenery and quiet 

contemplation. Some guides were addressing litter on the mountain and even the huts as 

a big problem. This is also a very western view of nature and the ideals of recreational 

outdoor walking that most Kenyans do not share. 

 

Fourth, as the landscape becomes a collection of familiar places, the way it is perceived 

is also affected by memories and constantly moving through these places. Experiences, 

memories and stories change the way the landscape is perceived and are tied to where 

these events took place. Stories that guides told shape collective consciousness and 

landscape ideas. Stories were strongly place-bound and shared with those who are 

familiar with the place-world of the mountain (Basso 1996a). 

 

Through all of these, the guides have formed a sentimental connection to the landscape, 

something like a deep sense of place or topophilia, which has affected their willingness 

to continue on the job. The guides climb for the livelihood they gain from it, but also 

have other agendas like sentimentality towards the landscape. 
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For the guides, the mountain is first and foremost experienced through walking. Weight, 

altitude, speed and weather are all aspects of movement in the mountain. Movement is 

essential to how landscape is experienced, as an idea of space can only be formed by 

movement at a pace that the body can control. The guides walk and carry for a living 

and their feet have learned to respond to the changing conditions of the mountain. 

Spatial knowledge is acquired over many years through moving in the landscape and the 

guides had learned the routes and the landscape in detail. A new way of perceiving the 

mountain landscape has been formed with the profession: the guides are able to make 

observations of the environment precisely because they do not constantly live there, but 

frequently move through it. 

 

Basso has called for the symbolic side of environmental phenomena to be given the 

same attention as their material side (Basso 1996b: 67). The experience of climbing is 

not the same for everyone. Often for the tourists the climb is some sort of a pilgrimage: 

many travel thousands of kilometres to test themselves through this long walk in nature 

and as they undergo a transformation during the journey, the landscape that they walk is 

spiritualized. It is the ability of Mount Kenya to evoke varying meanings that brings 

together different people and times. Gikuyus have viewed the mountain from afar and 

seeing the landscape this way, the sense of belonging was to the whole Gikuyu country. 

Having walked through the mountain landscape, the guides have formed a deep sense of 

belonging to the mountain landscape. 
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