
Kilimanjaro

Perhaps. once in a lifetime, opportunity knocks. This
particular opportunity came as CENTAUR steamed
towards Mombasa in May of 1964. There, a bare 200
miles away. was Kilimanjaro, the highest mountain in
Africa. and some adventurous soul decided to organise
an expedition to climb it. For some it was an oppor-
tunity which had been hopefully anticipated, for others
an unexpected chance to be grasped before it slipped
away. whilst others, like myself, never even recognised
it for what it was until later, but went along with vague
thoughts about staying at the - Marangu Hotel at the
bottom if the mountain looked too uninviting.

We were to be in Mombasa for two weeks and it was
estimated that a week would be required for the round
trip. Although some arrangements, such as acquiring
the permission of the Kilimanjaro Mountain Club to use
the huts along our route, were made for both groups
which had been formed under the leadership of Lieut.
Hoare and Sub Lieut. Monkton, planning in general
was done by individual groups. Equipment lists for
extremes of climate and a daily menu were devised to
make our 24-hour ration packs last the five days that
we would be away from civilisation and to whittle
them down to an amount that was reasonable to carry,
since our packed rucksacks would weigh nearly 401b.,
which to me was already unreasonable.

The second group, of which I was one, set off on the
5 th of June. Early that morning we loaded our gear on
to the top of the battered bus with the bananas and the
chickens, and embarked for the long ride along the red
ribbon of dirt that served for a road. After a lunch
stop at Voi we passed through a section of the Tsavo
Game Reserve and saw herds of gazelle, zebra, giraffe,
and the massive elephants grazing on the tall, dry
grasses. For those of us who were more familiar with
Guernsey cows on our rambles through the English
countryside, this was a considerable excitement, but we
still kept one eye on the distant horizon where a pall
of cloud obscured our destination, hoping that we
would be granted one glimpse of the mountain. Soon
we reached Taveta, and crossing the border into Tan-
ganyika, neared Himo where we were to leave the bus.
Suddenly a small gap appeared in the cloud and there,
at an unbelievable elevation, was the snowcapped sum-
mit glistening in the evening sunlight. Those vague
thoughts about staying at the Marangu Hotel were
soon eradicated, for the mountain looked most inviting.

Wasting no time at Himo, for it was only an unattrac-
tive shanty town, we hired a minibus and hastened up-
wards from the hot, dusty plains. Eight miles further
on. when we reached the Hotel, the 4,500 ft. altitude
had lowered the temperature considerably and the
country was now one of delightful greenness, tall trees,
and running water. Crops grew abundantly and the
grounds of the hotel had the aspect of an English
garden.

Scattered amongst the flowering bushes we found our
compatriots of the first group licking their wounds,
and in two minutes flat they lowered our morale to the
level of the crisp lawns. Blisters as big as half-crowns
were exposed to our horrified gaze and we were regaled
with tales of incapacitating altitude sickness and
exhaustion, and for all their effort only one man.
LME Barnett, had reached the summit. But we were
able to benefit from their experience and lack of
appetite, for they left stocks of foodstuffs on the
mountain for us and we could once more whittle down
the weight of our packs. Faced with such evidence of
distress and. hardship, we called an extraordinary meet-
ing and it was decided by popular vote, that if we were
to make the most of our time and not be further
demoralised by our predecessors in the hotel bar, we
would have to start that evening, and so, shouldering
our packs in the fading light, we made our first steps
towards the heights.
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Soon it was pitch black and our imagination mag-
nified the rustle of the wind in the banana fronds into
becoming the stealthy approach of a marauding leopard,
and the lowing of a Masai cow, the trumpeting of a
rogue elephant. But we stumbled on up the rough
track by the light of torches and after four arduous
miles. camped in an old hut and gratefully crept into our
sleeping bags.

We rose to a scene of idyllic beauty, for we were on
the edge of the rain forest which glittered with early light
refracted from the droplets suspended from the trees
and grasses. A stream of cool water gurgled past, and
looking upwards we saw, framed by the branches, the
peak of Kibo, the snow rose-hued in the dawn sunlight.
After a quick breakfast, we moved off along the track
through the forest, making our own pace and settling
the packs on to our shoulders. To my surprise, I soon
became accustomed to the weight and began to enjoy
the changing scene, so that the eight miles to the
Mandara Hut sped by. A rest in the warm sunshine
and a good meal revitalised us for the next lap — the lap
on which Lieut. Callus made the best time, the porter
hired at Mandara being a close second with his rucksack
perched on his head. Wending our way through the
last mile of the forest on a slippery footpath littered
with tree roots, we emerged abruptly on to open
meadowland where tall grass and flowers grew in pro-
fusion. Our way led forever upwards across these
lovely untouched meadows, but as the altitude in-
creased, so did the character of the land. Rocks and
ravines made going difficult and the plants became
hardier and coarser, a type of heather shoulder high
becoming predominant.

Mid-afternoon, the cold cloud settled over us
bringing with it an eerie silence, so that as we trudged
on, we were overwhelmed by a sense of isolation. When
I had almost given up hope of ever reaching Peter's Hut,
it emerged from the mist like a wraith and I thankfully
collapsed on to a bunk and accepted some hot soup,
for I was not used to walking 18 miles and climbing
over 6,000 ft. to an altitude of 12,000 ft. carrying a
heavy pack. It was enough for one day.

Kilimanjaro normally shrouds itself with cloud from
mid-morning until late afternoon and that evening we
stood and watched the curtains drawn on a glorious
scene. A low cloud strata lay across the plains far
below and the country we had traversed was revealed in
the clear mountain air. This too was the first glimpse
of the true nature of the reaches above, for although we
knew from the rough maps in our possession that
there are two peaks separated by a huge saddle, we had
until now seen only Kibo, the highest. Now its sister
peak. Mawenzi, deigned to show itself in all its mag-
nificence of crag and pinnacle like an impregnable
castle, and I was glad that it was to Kibo we were
bound. Soon night fell and we became chilled by the
cool air, as we stood awed by the brilliance of the stars
and the immensity and solitude of space.

The next day was to be an easy one to assist in our
acclimatisation to the high altitude. It dawned crisp
and frosty, and washing in the stream left us either
tingling or numb according to our individual circula-
tions. Five of us felt fit enough to climb to the lip of

2nd Group, 2nd Day. Mandara Hut in the rain fin-est. AIt. 9,000ft.
CREA(A) Lakeman, EM Phelps, M(E) Samphire, LSA Bumstead,
Lt. Hoare, Marinda, Lt. Callus, Joseph, ERA1 Spraggett

the saddle with quantities of food and water to be
picked up the following day. This was a ten mile round
trip and good acclimatisation exercise, but it proved to
be lowering to the spirit, since from this vantage point
one could see the barren sweep of the depression
between the two peaks, eight miles across and then
soaring upwards over rock and glacier another four
thousand feet to the summit.

We all once more made our way to the saddle the
next day, and after retrieving our supplies, started out
across that desolate plateau, crunching through the
volcanic gravel. Phantom wisps of cloud swirled across
the faces of Kibo and Mawenzi, sometimes descending
to obscure our path. We could see the Kibo Huts far
ahead but they seemed to get nearer so slowly. Eventu-
ally, within half a mile, the path started upwards to the
15,000 ft. mark and a dreadful weariness came over us.
This we realised with the effect of altitude and most of
us suffered to some degree, either with actual vomiting
or, like myself, with splitting headaches, but it was the
weariness which confounded us so.

Few of us wanted much to eat that night but fortified
with hot drinks, turned into our sleeping bags fully
clothed and slept fitfully until the early hours, when we
arose and prepared for the final challenge. Although
this early start in darkness was far from satisfactory,
it was necessary so that we could reach the top before
the cloud clamped down and then return safely to
Peter's Hut that day, for time was at a premium.

A hot drink, then four of us least affected by moun-
tain sickness set off up the loose track by the light of
torches, followed twenty minutes later by the remaining
five. The pace was slow, but the altitude still took its
toll. One of our party was overcome by nausea and was
left with strict instructions not to move until the others
arrived. The route was not hard to follow and there
were no technical difficulties, just an energy consuming
plod up a steepening slope of loose scree. As dawn
broke we paused to rest and watch the slender arc of
crimson spread along the low horizon, silhouetting the
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2nd Group, 4th Day. Kibo across the saddle. Alt. 14,500ft.
Lt. Hoare, M(E) Samphire, REA2(A) Francis, EM Phelps,
CREA(A) Lakeman, ERA/ Spraggett, Lt. Callus (seated)

craggy outline of Mawenzi. But with the coming of
light we could see the slopes stretching high above us
yet.

Kick, .step, rest! It became a laboured routine, our
lungs straining for oxygen, our heads splitting, but we
moved steadily on and reached the snowline. The scree
was hard going but the snow was nearly impossible.
If the crusty surface held I had no grip, if it collapsed,
my legs were buried to the knee. The other two drew
gradually away and out of sight over the ridge, sty that I
felt like a solitary fly, dazed with DDT, floundering
about on an iced cake, its legs sticking to the sugar.
Then a shout from above attracted my attention, a head
appeared over the ridge, and I was beckoned on to the
summit of Kilimanjaro, 9,300 ft. above sea level. There
at Gilman's Point, is a little metal box containing, a
signature book in which we dutifully put our names –
Lieut. Hoare, R.E.A.2(A.) Francis, and C.R.E.A. (A.)
Lakeman, but it was not for this that we had come so
far, although until that moment I had only been aware
of a stubborn determination not to be beaten.

We were on the rim of a great, snow-encrusted
crater, around which were terraces of wind-sculptured
glaciers, their icy flutes supporting cornices of pure
white snow. Below was the vastness of the mountain
slopes, the saddle, Mawenzi, scattered banks of cloud.
whilst above – nothing but the deep blue sky. Its
ethereal beauty was overwhelming, but there was also a
sense of accomplishment which was more than mere
self-esteem, for it was fostered by a feeling of awed
insignificance, of being only one vitalised speck in all
that grandeur. This then is why men climb mountains?

Members of the expedition were:
1st Group 2nd Group

Sub-Lieut. Monkton Lieut. Hoare
L.M.E. Barnett Lieut. Callus
L.E.M. Stevens E.R.A.1 Spraggett
L.E.M. Brough R.E.A.2(A.) Francis
N.A.M. Corchoran C.R.E.A.(A.) Lakeman
E.M. Plows L.S.A. Bumstead
R.E.M. Hoyle E.M. Phelps
Driver Brown, RASC M.E. Samphire
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The Story of 892 Squadron

The story of 892 squadron while embarked in HMS
CENTAUR must necessarily be very similar to the
ship's own story and it would be tedious to recount the
lists of dates and places that occur elsewhere in this
book. However from our own point of view it has been
an interesting and varied eighteen months with sufficient
operational and semi-operational experience to make it
all seem worthwhile.

We embarked just before Christmas, 1963, with
29 officers and about 220 ratings, of whom only five
and four respectively now remain in the squadron.
Our first excitement was the covering of the landings by
the Army and Royal Marines during the Tanganyika
mutinies in January, 1964. The fact that the air cover
was required over four hundred miles inland made this
anything but an easy operation and although we. were
not in fact required to do more than provide a "show of
force," much valuable experience was gained.

From Dar-es-Salaam we went by way of Aden to
Singapore and the first of many disembarkations to
R.A.F. Tengah. Disembarkations to shore airfields,
while the ship is self-maintaining are one of the happier
facets of squadron life, enabling most of the aircrew
and a sizeable proportion of the ratings to "get away
from it all" and live a life of relative comfort. During
this Commission we have disembarked to Singapore
(Tengah) five times, Hong Kong (Kai Tak) twice,
Nairobi (Embakasi), Malta (Hal Far), and, of course,
Yeovilton. By the time this is in print we shall also
have had two disembarkations to Gibraltar (North
Front). Contrary to general opinion on board this not
only enables the aircrew to escape certain ship's duties
and have a good time but also helps us to keep in
flying practice and get in some much needed main-
tenance undisturbed by ship's routines.

. . stood by to provide air cover"

... shielded from the sun by a Wanchai "

Our first period in the "further" Far East, which
included a much-enjoyed visit to Hong Kong and a
very valuable weapon training period on the American
ranges at Subic Bay, ended in May when the ship sailed
for Mombasa. The squadron disembarked six aircraft
to Nairobi, and this for many of us was the highlight of
the Commission. We were met on the hardstanding by
girls bearing trays of beer and from that moment on-
ward never looked back. The amount of flying done
was not as great as during other disembarkations but
this was attributed to various factors, lack of radio and
range facilities, and bad weather. The incidence of bird
strikes per flying hour showed a marked increase.

When, finally and reluctantly, we said good-bye to
our hotels in Nairobi the ship set off for Aden and we
became once more operational. This time it was the
dissident tribesmen in the Radfan who claimed our
attention and aircraft were seen being launched with up
to 96 two-inch rockets., This was extremely good for the
morale of the groundcrew and the ego of the aircrew;
how much, or how little, damage was actually done is
still firmly classified. From Aden we trekked back
across the Indian Ocean, with a brief stop at Madras,
to Singapore and yet another disembarkation to R.A.F.
Tengah. This was the time of the Singapore riots and
subsequent curfew. A number of members of the
squadron found themselves outside limits at the wrong
time and thereby suffered enjoyable isolation in sundry
flats around Singapore for varying periods. After this
we went to sea for FOTEX and we worked. Pulau
Tioman saw us on a number of occasions and we envied
our opposite numbers in Victorious steaming off to
Fremantle for a holiday after a rugged three months
alongside in Singapore.
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.. launch position is critical ..." .. didn't think we'd make it"

At the beginning of September President Soekarno
stepped up his confrontation against Malaysia by
landing parachutists in Johore State and we went to
sea to try to catch him at it again. This entailed long
periods of sitting strapped-in on deck shielded from the
sun by a "Wanchai" over the cockpit. Later we stood
by to provide air-cover for Victorious limping back
from Australia. This last commitment cancelled a much
looked forward visit to Japan and made "that other
carrier" even less popular on board than she had been
before. However, we were rewarded with an extra
long visit to Hong Kong which was well enjoyed by the
entire squadron. It was originally intended to be 16
days but for two-thirds of the aircrew, it extended
itself to 19 due to the influence of Typhoon Dot which
marooned all the disembarked aircraft at Kai Tak.

After Hong Kong we started on our way home. We call-
ed at Subic Bay and twice more at Singapore. We waited
for the Indonesians again and looked with green eyes at
Victorious, still alongside the wall. We were due to be
home in time for Christmas but often we didn't think
we'd make it. A great advantage of carrier air groups is
their ability to disembark in the Mediterranean on their
way home from the Far East. This pleases everyone.
The launch position is critical and, of course, when we
eventually got there, having waited what seemed like
half the year for Eagle to transit the Suez Canal, the
entire South of England was covered in fog and we had
to remain reluctantly on board. Eventually we dis-
embarked from the Bay of Biscay exactly a week
behind our E.T.A., but we still made Christmas.

From Christmas to the beginning of April we were at
Yeovilton and not concerned with the ship. On April
9th we re-embarked for our Mediterranean summer
cruise on which we are still engaged at the time of
writing. In these days of the turbulent Far East a
carrier in the Mediterranean is unusual and we have
enjoyed seeing all the old haunts. We disembarked to
Hal Far for nearly three weeks and are very sad to

think that we are probably the last squadron ever to do
so. Most of us missed Naples but managed to survive
the extra few days in Malta without too much worry.
The weekend when we were together with Eagle in
Grand Harbour was an altogether different matter.
After Malta, Istanbul proved itself, rather surprisingly,
to be one of the most enjoyable visits of the Commis-
sion, and at Izmir the Senior Pilot shot a boar, which
improved the squadron weapon training results con-
siderably.

We now look forward to some long times in Gibraltar,
a quick run around Lisbon and then back to Yeovilton.
We shan't be finished with CENTAUR though, for w e
will be displaying ourselves at each of the British visits
returning to the comforts of Yeovilton afterwards. We
have enjoyed this Commission very much and will
winter at YeoVilton converting to Mark II Sea Vixens
before going to sea again sometime next year.

Deck park
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Take the strain

Boost off

Prettily airborne Nearly home
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