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‘The most sensible action
I’ve ever taken’
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Ed and George in London where they adopt local dress. hillary museum collection

t dawn on 2 June 1953, the one million people lining the
streets of London to see the Coronation procession heard
that the British had climbed Everest. Back in a much quieter
Auckland, a young reporter, Pat Booth, was telling Percy and Gertrude
Hillary at 730 Remuera Road that it was their son and Tenzing Norgay
who had made the historic ascent.
Coming to the door, Gertrude expressed first astonishment, then
absolute delight. She called up the stairs, ‘Perce, come quickly. Edmund
is at the top!’
Percy came down but showed less excitement. ‘Edmund is a good
man under pressure,’ he said. ‘He always carries his weight.’
Would Edmund, Booth asked, find it hard to come back after all
that had happened?
Percy shook his head. ‘He’s a very hard worker with the bees. I’m
sure he’ll be glad to get back to it.’1
The more effusive public announcement by Acting Prime Minister
Keith Holyoake neatly set New Zealand in its place in respect of the
Mother Country:
I am able to announce that a newsflash has just come through
advising us that the New Zealander, Hillary, has succeeded
in conquering Mount Everest … If this news is correct, and
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I’m absolutely assured it is, then our New Zealander Hillary
has climbed to the top of the world. He has put the British
race and New Zealand on top of the world. And what a
magnificent coronation present for the Queen. How proud we
all are that this is from our loyal little New Zealand.2

One of the earliest personal letters of congratulation came from Eric
Shipton, who may have been sidelined for the leadership but knew it
was his intuitive acceptance of two New Zealand climbers in 1951 that
had secured for Ed Hillary a place in 1953:
My dear Ed, What a wonderful climax to the Everest
story. The London newspapers started ringing me at about
midnight on Monday and continued most of the night. I was
absolutely thrilled when I found it was you who got there first,
though I knew it would be you if anyone. You most certainly
deserve it and I could not be more delighted. Now you will
just have to come to England to tell us all about it and I shall
expect an early visit from you. I spend most of my time just
now in a day-dream picturing you and Tensing making your
way along that last narrow ridge (droning ‘Home on the
Range’ as you went) and then the colossal moment of getting
there – it makes my heart thump just thinking about it. I had
a wire … from Longstaff saying ‘How right you were to back
N.Z.’ … We are all so delighted that Tensing was there with
you, representing the Sherpas – no-one could have wished for
a better combination … Again with my delighted and heartfelt congratulations on a really superb effort.
Ever yours, Eric.3

Our most important invitation was to a Buckingham Palace
garden party. Dressed in unfamiliar morning suit with
long tails and top hat, the expedition members mixed with
hundreds of dignitaries as though to the manner born –
well, almost! At the conclusion of the garden party we were
conducted deep inside the palace to quite a small but very
pleasantly decorated room. There we waited rather nervously
until an official entered and announced in stentorian tones,
‘Her Majesty the Queen.’ The Queen came in, followed by
most of the royal family, and we were all greeted in a very
relaxed fashion. The Queen was tiny and charming and
behaved just as we expected a Queen to do in those days.
Then for me came the most important moment. A small
stool was placed in front of the Queen, I knelt on it, a short
bejeweled sword was put in her hand, she touched me lightly
on each shoulder and said, ‘Arise, Sir Edmund.’ … It was quite
a change from early days as a bee farmer in New Zealand.5

Another consequence of Ed’s achievement was a KBE, bestowed by
the Queen on 6 June and accepted by the New Zealand prime minister
on his behalf. The first Ed heard of it was a letter addressed to ‘Sir
Edmund Hillary, KBE’ while on the trail halfway back to Kathmandu.
‘My God!’ he said. ‘I’ll have to get a new pair of overalls.’4
It was the sort of mock-heroic response that became a Hillary
trademark, but he came to like his knighthood and he was impressed
by the occasion on which it was bestowed:

Louise Rose
Ed was now famous – and an eligible bachelor. In August he flew
back to New Zealand, but made an unexplained three-day stopover in
Sydney where the press caught rumour of a romance, though without
tracking it to its source. On 8 August he and George Lowe received an
ecstatic reception when they arrived back in Auckland. They also found
that the news of a romance had crossed the Tasman: ‘Sir Edmund, in
a Press interview, said a cabled reference to his “girlfriend” had been in
error. It was a misunderstanding. He had no “girlfriend” though he had
three direct mail invitations from young women to “name the date”.’6
A week after this denial, however, came the announcement that Sir
Edmund Hillary would be marrying Louise Mary Rose at the chapel
of the Diocesan School for Girls on 3 September, only a fortnight
away.
Louise Rose was the 22-year-old daughter of an Auckland lawyer,
Jim Rose, also president of the New Zealand Alpine Club. More to the
point, he was chairman of the Auckland section of the club in whose
small firmament Ed had been a shining star even before the Everest
reconnaissance of 1951. During the late 1940s Ed would visit Jim in
his comfortable house at 278 Remuera Road, with its spacious view
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rub it on. The violin makes a lovely sound, nice and loud and
squealy, it is a great success, I think I can play it quite well.
With love from Weasle
Good-bye

She ends with a pencil sketch of herself in a new frock.7
Louise had a gift for music. She started on the violin but at some
time a tutor suggested her forthright approach might be more suited
to the viola. By the time she entered Auckland University’s School of
Music, the viola was her preferred instrument and the one she played
in local orchestras and taught to pupils. She also played the piano and
sang in the university’s madrigal group.
An acquaintance of those years, Graeme Gummer, son of the
architect who built the Hillary house in 1955, remembered social
occasions at the Roses’ house:
Phyllis Rose née Joske and Jim Rose. hillary family collection

of harbour, hills and islands, and talk about his climbs and news from
down south.
Jim Rose was one of the many great-grandchildren of Archibald
Rose, a founding father of the fledgling city of Auckland. Archibald
emigrated from Scotland in 1849 and started a drapery business, both
importing and exporting, which eventually employed 500 people. He
was active in public affairs as the first mayor of Auckland in 1851, and
between 1860 and 1874 was intermittently a Member of Parliament.
He married three times and had nine children. Jim Rose studied
law and had a brief first marriage before, on a passage to Australia,
he met and fell in love with Phyllis Joske whose large Jewish family
lived in Melbourne. In their long and successful marriage they had
two daughters, the second of whom was Louise Mary Rose, born on
3 September 1930. Her writing at the age of six gives glimpses of the
style she will use 30 years later in her books:
Hulloe Daddy, I hope you are very much better. Mummy has
been very kind to me, she bought me a string for the violin and
some stuff called Roslyn it is like a piece of kari gum you just
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The Rose home was like a mansion really, with a lawn tennis
court of fine English grasses. Phyl Rose was a good organizer.
Louise’s presence at these functions was always rewarding.

Louise Rose, age c.21. hillary family collection
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She was neither shy nor forward but accepted each person for
themselves. Her straightforward common sense and pleasant
nature put everyone at their ease.8

If music was one thread in Louise’s life, the outdoors was the other.
In the Ruapehu Club hut book for 4 January 1940 appears the entry:
‘Louise Rose 9 years old. Got within 75ft of top of highest peak, and
then went down Gliding Gladys.’ At university, Louise joined the
tramping club as Ed had 12 years earlier. Weekends were often spent in
the Waitakere Ranges. The Roses also had a bach on the lip of a line of
cliffs between Piha and Anawhata, another favourite haunt.
On long weekends, the destination might be Mt Ruapehu. There
was snow and rock climbing on the ring of peaks around the crater, a
dip in the hot crater lake for the risk-takers, and skiing on the glaciers
in winter. Transport to Ruapehu was variously by train, bus, car or
truck. Graeme Gummer remembered travelling in the train by night,
singing tramping songs and chatting. If the moon was full they looked
out on ‘a somber landscape of farms being broken in from the forest
with burnt-out stumps, steep hillsides and bush. Many of the train
stops were at timber-milling communities with drying kilns spouting
steam, smoke and wood smells … Louise was always a natural leader.
She got us going seemingly without any effort on her part.’9
In 1951 Ed Hillary and George Lowe make their appearance
in Louise’s diary, competing, from a distance, for her attention. In
December 1951, the Garhwal climbers gave a talk on their expedition.
Ed and Earle Riddiford, who had been christened ‘The Tigers’, had
just arrived back from the Everest Reconnaissance on the Wanganella.
Louise’s account of the occasion gives a glimpse into the social customs
of the early 1950s:
Well, we went over to the Odells and I found to my relief
that I was dressed properly. We all had an Uncle Jack which
is a rather strong type of sherry made by Hetti Harre’s uncle.
Ed was taking a girl he met on the Wanganella. We went
roaming to the Gummers with my feet in a box of bottles.
We all got well stoked up and at about 8.30 went to the Road
House. We had the most marvellous dinner and the six of
us had a lot of fun. George and Ed talked Hindustani and
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clapped their hands for waiters. They also said they would
take me climbing and mentioned a traverse of Tasman. We
got home at 2am. Going down our steps George slipped and
I stopped him so now I can say I held George Lowe when he
fell on a rock climb.
The boys gave us a terrifically interesting talk at Alpine
Club section meeting held in our house with 55 people there.
The two Ed’s and George evidently got on very well together
– Earle was the worker. The poor Odells have got George for
an unknown period. He’s a bit of a devilish fellow.10

In 1952 after the Cho Oyu expedition Ed, Louise and George travelled
down to Ruapehu for skiing. Louise continued her diary:
All Sunday was spent doing orchestra but thinking about
going skiing. Ed arrived at 11.30pm in his Austrian trousers
and Everest down jacket with a devilish twinkle in his eye.
Everyone muddled round in the dark packing the truck. We
got to Taumarunui about 6.30 am in dense fog and got hot pies.
From there until National Park the road was terribly twisty and
bumpy but when the fog lifted there were wonderful views.
We got out of the truck and were just getting our
belongings together when Pa came bouncing down the
mountain looking marvellous and his eyes were twinkling. It
was hot so I took off my woollen shirt much to the surprise
of some garrulous schoolboys who were convinced I would
have only a singlet or less underneath. People were asking us
when Ed Hillary was coming, so we said he was just behind
and we were the Sherpas. After we’d reached the upper hut
George arrived in high spirits and Ed had all the boys out
step-cutting which pleased them immensely.
Soon after that I went out on my skis and found that I
was completely hopeless. Ed then took George and me in
hand and led us down the ski tow run. I soon got left behind
but learnt a lot in spite of that. When I got in, dinner was
being prepared and I made fruit salad and jelly and then
George found the AUC song book and we started singing
right on through dinner until bedtime. George is very good at
leading singing. I played the ukulele.
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Next morning we made breakfast using the private
Hillary coffee. George took Aileen and me step-cutting. Then
he did a great big glissade and got out of control for a while
and hurt his hands but the tourists were thrilled. I had just
finished eating an orange at about 2 o’clock when I was told
that Ed had dislocated his knee. Poor Ed, I think it hurt him
a lot and he just got into his bag. He lent me his down jacket,
they are the most marvellous things.
Next morning no one budged – everyone was waiting for
someone else to get the breakfast.
Aileen and I started on Ed’s leg which was very stiff and
painful. We gave it baths in hot water and then snow-cold
water. Poor fellow, he nearly hit the roof. He’s very calm to
have put up with what we did.

She finished on a wistful note thinking about her future: ‘I only
wish I knew what I wanted to do with my music. These good
solid mountaineers are so much more fun and better friends than
musicians …’11
Ed starts a campaign
By the beginning of 1953, there was a greater sense of purpose in the
lives of Louise Rose and Ed Hillary, at least in the short term. Louise
had won a scholarship to the Sydney Conservatorium of Music to
continue her study of the viola, while Ed had his position as a leading
climber on the Everest expedition. This gave him a new confidence and
he was writing letters that he hoped would be persuasive. He called it
his ‘campaign’.
31 January
My Dear Louise, I suppose you are well out on the Tasman
with a calm sea and a bright moon. I wish I were there too!
… You know Whizz, this early departure of yours is really
most unsatisfactory. I’m just about the most backward wolf
that ever lived but I’d really summoned up my courage and
planned a strong attack on your depressingly formidable
defenses and then you have to pack your bags and depart. My
only chance now is on my passage through Sydney … I’ve
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Louise was a gifted musician, winning a viola scholarship to the Sydney
Conservatorium of Music. hillary family collection

finalised my booking. I’ll cross to Sydney on Saturday Feb
28th and then leave on Monday night for Calcutta. I hope you
will spare me some time, Whizz, as the thought that I won’t
be seeing you again for about five months doesn’t appeal to
me very much …
Look after yourself, Whizz, drop me a line if you can find
time. Love from, Ed.
18 February
My Dear Louise, It’s not long now before I step aboard the
plane. I’ve been invited to stay with friends but that would
be too restricting so I’ve booked in at the Wentworth Hotel
which is meant to be frightfully posh and expensive. I’ve made
no arrangements at all so am free until I leave on Monday.
What are you going to do Whizz? I can just see you
shaking your head and saying, ‘Well, I have ten minutes
to spare on Saturday afternoon but I’m frightfully busy on
Sunday, and I strum the old viola on Monday mornings,
so what about a cup of tea on Monday afternoon?’ What
a depressing thought! I think it would be a jolly good idea
if you came and had dinner with me at the Wentworth on
Saturday night and we went to a show afterwards …
The other night I did a bit of work on my new book
‘Battle against Boredom.’ Have I told you that I’m trying to
write a book? Eric Shipton gave me some encouragement …
Imagine it – me trying to be an author! For some people I
know it would be the joke of the season …
This is a frightful lot of bilge Whizz, but summed up
it means that I’m hoping I’ll see a lot of you, that I have no
engagements and if you would like to do anything at all from
symphony concerts to Luna Park I’ll be very happy if you
arrange it. I’m looking forward to hearing all your experiences
and seeing you again … love from, Ed.
22 February
My Dear Louise, I was very pleased to hear that you’ll be
down to meet me at Rose Bay on Saturday. I don’t know
whether I’ll have the usual band of reporters …
I was interested to hear of Fleur’s efforts with you in the
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cause of Christian Science ... I used to be pretty interested
in a lot of so-called ‘advanced’ religions such as Theosophy
and Anthroposophy … I even used to give lectures at one
organisation and I conducted a radio session over 1ZB every
Sunday morning … I still sometimes think about these things
and harbour the hope that life has a real meaning and that
all our trivial efforts and aspirations are not entirely wasted.
It’s a depressing thought that we are born, live and die all for
nothing and I still prefer to think there’s some reason behind
it all …
Love from, Ed.
PS. My one extravagance this year has been a new dinner
suit – tailor made at 30 guineas – and it really looks extremely
smart I must say …12

A short paragraph in Ed’s 1999 autobiography describes his weekend
in Sydney with Louise on his way to Everest 1953:
I spent two days with Louise and they were possibly the
two happiest days of my life. We sat on the grass in the
Sydney domain and listened with great pleasure to outdoor
musical concerts. We walked hand in hand across the Sydney
Harbour Bridge and halfway across I kissed Louise for the
first time … by the end of those two days we had developed
an understanding that we would see a good deal more of each
other in future.13

There is greater intimacy in the letters that follow the Sydney visit, a
belief that Louise will accept him. Getting to the top of Everest, has
become part of his courtship of Louise Rose.
2 March
Well Whizz, I’d been really looking forward to my few days
in Sydney but I never really thought I’d have so much fun.
Everything went perfectly, right from the time I landed at
Rose Bay. I really arrived all set to conduct some sort of
campaign, not that I had much idea what a campaign of that
nature demanded. But from the start everything seemed to
flow along as we’d drift from one thing to the next. I really
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enjoyed myself enormously and you really are a darling
Whizz. I’m going to be looking forward to my return the
whole time I’m away so don’t you go and forget all about me
in the interim. I’d hate to have to come back and beat half a
dozen musicians over the head with my ice axe … It’s now
about an hour out so I expect you’re home in bed and fast
asleep but the plane is just settling down to the usual routine.
Everybody has removed their coats and ties and I’ve already
had a glass of orange from the steward. Look after yourself – I
really am terribly fond of you. Love from, Ed14
3 March
Hello Whizz Darling, Here I am parked in a luxurious room
in the famous Raffles Hotel and all I can do is feel lonely and
think of you … At least there’s the consolation that once I get
on the job the time should pass quickly and it won’t be long
before I’ll be back in Sydney … I wonder what my chances
are? … You know, Whizz, human nature is a funny thing.
Here I am on a trip that I suppose any NZ climber would
be most keen to go on and I spend all my time thinking
of something quite different – in fact you! Mind you I’m
determined to do well on this trip because my ambition has
always been to get really high and also I know that if I can be
really successful I might be able to do reasonably well with my
book …
All my love. Ed.15
4 March
Hello Darling, When I come back to Sydney I won’t stay in
a hotel as it is really a waste of money seeing I don’t expect to
stay inside much. I’ll try and get a bed and breakfast place in
the Cross and save my money for more important things.
One of my pleasantest memories is sitting in your
comfortable chair watching you practice. You really did look
sweet Whizz, you have such graceful and attractive arms. I
wished I’d arrived half an hour earlier and had the full session.
Do write to me as often as you can, Whizz, as your letters
will be the things I most look forward to on this trip. Look
after yourself. All my love, Ed16
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In a revealing letter of 8 March, Louise responds to Ed’s declaration of
his ‘campaign’.
Dear Ed, Heaven knows when you’ll get this letter or where
you’ll be or how uncivilised you’ll look. Anyhow I suppose
you know all the new climbers by now and are really getting
going and have your mind on the great task ahead without me
getting in the way.
You really don’t need to worry about me you know and
the long range campaign, as you actually won the campaign
quite a long while ago …
Tons of love from, Louise.17

Ed responded quickly:
21 March
It was a terrific thrill yesterday to get two letters from you …
John Hunt noticed my enthusiasm on receiving your letters
and asked me if they were from someone I was keen on and I
replied ‘Too right!’ … Love from Ed.18
19 April
My darling Louise, The morning was still windy with light
drifting snow but we set off in an endeavour to get to the top
of the icefall. The ice above us was fantastic. Great crumbling
seracs surrounded by piles of fallen ice. We were pretty
scared most of the time but after a lot of false leads we finally
reached the last line of ice-cliffs. There was no easy route but
I managed to give my well known impersonation of Harry
Ayres, cut up the lower section and then wedged myself into
a narrow crack in the ice and wriggled and jammed my way
up to the top. It was quite a moment as we are now at the
entrance to the Cwm.
Well Louise dear, it’s getting jolly cold here so I think
I’ll crawl into my bag. It doesn’t matter where I am, I always
think of you before I go to sleep. You’re sometimes mixed up
in a confused jumble of seracs, crevasses and primuses but
you’re always there. I find it rather comforting … This Everest
climbing is a strange sort of business – half the time you’re
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excited and half the time scared. Perhaps it’s a little like being
in love – but then I always have been a bit of a coward in a
way. But I do seem to get over it with you.
All my love, Ed.19

Louise wrote again on 26 April:
My dear Ed, I got a letter from you two days ago, it was a
beauty, with lots in it, so now I know a little more about
what you are doing … By the time you get this you should
be starting on the main objective … I’ve been staying with
Aunt Enid who lives in a cottage in the bush 30 miles outside
Melbourne and it was heavenly. She is a marvellous woman,
very like Ma, and also terribly kind. It’s so different from NZ
with lovely gum smells and all the birds making a terrific
noise. It was such a change being out in the open and out in
the fresh air. We picked blackberries, gardened and I went
each day across the paddocks to get the milk where there was
a boisterous young bull calf that would dance all round me.
One of the local ladies showed me a dead tiger snake and I
had a bath with a Tarantula spider …
Tons of love and lots of luck, Louise.20

A week after the climb Ed wrote a subdued letter from Tengboche
which has a clear view of the last 2000 feet of Everest:
My dear Louise … From where I’m writing this letter we can
see Everest … the position of our high camp, the long steep
ridge running to the South Summit and all the details of the
summit ridge … it looks a long way up and at the moment I
have no desire to go back again.
… The public interest has been colossal. We’ve had
telegrams from The Queen, the Duke of Edinburgh, Winston
Churchill.
I’m still far from back to my old vigour and strength. I’m
exceedingly thin and rather lethargic. Actually I was going
like a bomb the whole time I was high up and didn’t think
I was deteriorating. But on my return to Advanced Base I
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found myself a bit weak and the trip down the icefall was
plain hell for all of us …
Well Whizz, goodness knows what will be happening
now – there is talk of royal receptions and lecture tours. I
don’t expect it will take long for things to get back to normal
and I’ll be seeing you then. I’m certainly looking forward to
that …21

A proposal of marriage in Sydney
Celebrations and lectures in England took up all of July, but in August
Ed returned to New Zealand for a month before setting off on a sixmonth lecture tour of the UK, Europe and America. He had unfinished
business in Sydney before crossing the Tasman to Auckland.
Ed is reticent about Louise in his autobiographies. In High
Adventure, written two years after Everest, she receives no mention,
not even in the Acknowledgments. In the 1975 autobiography, his first
mention of Louise is when he spends three days with her in Sydney on
his way home to Auckland.
I made one stop … to see a young musician … I had been
enamoured of Louise for some time, even though I was eleven
years older. I asked her to marry me and go to England for the
lecture tour I had agreed to undertake. Somewhat in a daze
she consented and I was overjoyed – it certainly proved the
most sensible action I have ever taken.22

In the 1999 autobiography, he describes briefly her acceptance of his
proposal but reveals how worried he was about how this would fit in
with his lecture tour and her music studies:
We had sufficient time together to confirm to each other
that we’d like to get married some time. But what about her
music? And what about my forthcoming lecture trip around
the world? We were a little too dazed to come to any sensible
decisions on that.23

A day after her acceptance, he admits to Louise in a letter that he is
nervous about telling her parents that she has agreed to marry him:
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My dear, darling Louise, You’ve no idea how much I
regretted leaving Sydney on Saturday morning. Really I do
feel frightfully lonely here in Auckland despite all the plaudits
of the locals. It was great to see your parents again. Tonight
I’m going to screw up my courage and tell them about you
and me! Whew! It’s going to be tough. I’ll let you know their
reaction but I’m terrified, I can tell you. Well darling, I must
stop now. I wish we could get away quietly somewhere for we
really haven’t had much chance to be alone have we?
All my love darling, Ed24

He needn’t have worried. The interview was managed by Louise’s
mother Phyl, a woman of great warmth and blunt good sense. She not
only approved of the marriage but launched into plans for the wedding:
‘Why don’t you get Louise across from Sydney, marry her, then both
of you go off on this world lecture tour together … Would you like me
to ring her?’25 Ed continues in the same paragraph with the puzzling
statement, ‘So my future mother-in-law proposed over the phone on
my behalf,’ though the evidence is clear that Ed had proposed and been
accepted in Sydney.26
Three weeks later, on 3 September, Louise’s twenty-third birthday,
they were married in Diocesan school chapel. Alpine Club members
held ice-axes to form an arch for the bridal couple. The Best Man was
– who else? – George Lowe. A week after that, still accompanied by
George, they were flying off for their lecture tour of Britain, Europe
and the USA.
Louise writes long, unstructured letters to the Rose and Hillary
parents about this extraordinary new life she’s been plunged into.
She loves being the wife of Sir Ed, the amazing mixture of people
she meets, the red carpets that are laid out, the adventures, the travel,
the good food, the variety. She’s positive about the people she meets:
they’re clever, brilliant, heavenly, and gorgeous. She’s seldom critical,
showing only the occasional patch of irony. She’s matter-of-fact about
herself, neither humble nor vain. Ed, for his part, loves and admires
his new wife whom he describes variously as radiant, bubbly, warm,
cheerful, friendly, charming, calm and full of common-sense.
Every day is hectic, every evening a social occasion, every meal a
banquet. Louise notes after meeting Queen Ingrid of Denmark, ‘My
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The Hillary-Rose wedding on 3 September 1953. In the background are Percy
Hillary and George Lowe. hillary museum collection

fourth Crowned Head’; she was followed shortly afterwards by King
Haaken of Norway:
We were rather scared as he is such a terrific man but after a
nerve-wracking 10 minutes wait we went into his amazingly
untidy, cluttered-up, old study & sat down with him. He
is very long & thin & grins & laughs heartily & enjoys life
immensely. He was amazingly interested & we stayed 40
minutes. His false teeth click all the time & he is so energetic
that we were wrecks at the end of it.’27

Louise warmed to Norway whose population, at 3 million, was not
much bigger than New Zealand’s. ‘When we left about 20 of our new
friends were at the airport … the country and the people are after our
own hearts.’
They met the most important Crowned Head of all, Queen
Elizabeth II, at the premiere of the Everest film at the Warner Theatre
in London. Crowds lining the street outside ‘cheered and yelled’ when
they saw Ed and Louise arrive. In the theatre they sat in the same row,
only two seats away, from the royal couple. ‘She is just so beautiful you
feel that no one in the whole world could look so lovely.’
The party continued to the United States, enjoying their new
affluence. Lecturing, they discovered, paid better than beekeeping. It
was, said George Lowe, the ‘only time in my life I had ever earned
fairly big money’.28 When John Hunt’s Ascent of Everest was released
only three months after the end of the expedition , Ed’s chapter was
well reviewed, leading to a contract and advance for the book which
would be his personal story. He called it High Adventure. When
published in 1955, it would pay for the house he and Louise built on
a piece of land gifted by Phyl and Jim alongside their residence at 278
Remuera Road.

Louise and Ed set off on their combined honeymoon and lecture tour in 1953.
hillary family collection
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CHAP TER 17

A somewhat disastrous journey
into the Barun Valley

q

W

hen Ed and Louise returned to Auckland from their
American lecture tour in early 1954 they were alone
together for the first time. Ed writes:

I quickly learned how lucky I was to have such a wife. Louise
was warm and loving, yet very independent, with a great love
of the outdoors and a multitude of good friends. She made it
clear to me that she accepted me as a climber and was happy
for me to go to the end of the world … but for the first time
in my life I had a strong reluctance to leave home.1

Zealand objective became simply ‘unclimbed peaks in the Barun’, with
the 25,200ft Makalu II – a subsidiary of the higher Makalu I – and
Baruntse, 23,390ft, as attractive options.
Of the 10 expedition members chosen, two others apart from Ed
had been on Everest ’53. An obvious choice was George Lowe, who
noted that the lean and restless Ed Hillary of 1954 was heavier and less
fit following their lecture tour. The other Everester was Charles Evans,
deputy leader in 1953 and now deputy leader to the Barun expedition.
Ed had taken such a liking to Charles in 1953 that he had asked Jim
Rose to find a job for him in Auckland so that they could go climbing
together. Neurosurgery is not a field in which vacancies are easily found
at short notice, and no more was heard of it. But the warmth of the
friendship between Charles Evans and Ed is evident in a letter Evans
wrote to Louise in the early part of the expedition:
Dear Louise, Thank you very much for making me a hat – It
is a very superior sort … When we are both wearing our hats
Ed & I are practically indistinguishable.
The party has settled down together very well … I like the
boys a lot – I must admit it was rather daunting, the prospect
of eight people all saying how good NZ is – but they’ve been
very considerate …
Ed is gradually (he thinks) working off the effects of the
American tour – I’m not so sure that he is. Every time he toils
up a steep slope he says – ‘There goes another old-fashioned’ –
or ‘Let’s get rid of the so-&-so luncheon’… I enjoyed the US
tour a lot (in retrospect) & and it was nice to have a chance to
get to know you … Charles2

It was also the first time he’d been reluctant to go climbing, particularly
in the Himalayas. But the previous year he had agreed to lead a New
Zealand Alpine Club expedition to the Barun Valley east of Everest
in April–May 1954. That meant he had only six weeks at home before
his departure: ‘six marvellous weeks’, he described them, before an
unwelcome separation.
The idea for such an expedition had been around since 1951, with
an attempt on Everest as one of the less likely of its objectives, but by
mid-1953 the focus had changed to Makalu, 27,826ft, fifth-highest
peak in the world and still unclimbed. When it was found that an
American Californian expedition had booked it for 1954, the New

Of the remaining Barun members, six were New Zealanders: Bill
Beaven, Geoff Harrow, Norman Hardie, Jim McFarlane, Colin Todd
and Brian Wilkins. The medical officer, who would be hard-worked on
the expedition, was Englishman Michael Ball, invited, along with Evans,
as acknowledgement of and thanks for the English invitation to ‘any
two New Zealanders’ to join Shipton’s Everest reconnaissance in 1951.
During the latter part of April following the walk-in through
lowland Nepal, the party split into three, with two groups surveying the
unmapped Choyang and Iswa valleys, while Ed, with Jim McFarlane,
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