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         I was 15 years old when Edmund Hillary made the first ascent of Mount Everest with Tenzing Norgay on 29 May 1953. I had placed a bet that the attempt would fail. Nine previous efforts had come to nothing – why should a tenth fare any better? Even when I was proved wrong, I still had no understanding of why 1953 was different. I came closer seven years later when Ed invited me to spend nine months in the Himalayas on his Silver Hut expedition of 1960–61. This was an expedition that began with a yeti hunt but moved on to the more serious business of studying high-altitude physiology in a laboratory on a high snowfield in the heart of the Everest region. We went on to test ourselves – disastrously – with an oxygenless attempt on Mount Makalu, fifth-highest peak in the world. I learnt that oxygen was a key player in the high-altitude game.

         My qualifications for the expedition were that I had climbed widely in New Zealand, had a degree in physiology and was halfway through a medical degree. During the three months before the expedition, Ed and his wife Louise generously invited me to join them on a trip to the home of the sponsors in Chicago, and to London where I worked in Dr Griffith Pugh’s physiology laboratory. I met famous Everesters whose books I had read: Eric Shipton, John Hunt, George Lowe, Mike Ward, James Morris. Ed and Louise took me with them to Chamonix in the French Alps. They were great fun. During the years that followed Ed invited me on more than a dozen expeditions. It was a friendship that lasted until Louise’s death in 1975 and continued in an attenuated form through to Ed’s death in 2008. He shaped my life, as he did so many others.

         What makes me believe that I have something new to say about Edmund Hillary? He writes his own story in his autobiographies. He always preferred his own version of his life. As he said to journalist Pat Booth who published the unauthorised Life of a Legend in 1991, ‘I write my own books!’

         The idea that I might write a biography came in 2009, a year after Ed’s death. I was writing a book about his aid work in Nepal between 1961 and 2003. He had bequeathed his papers and photos to the Auckland Museum, and for my research I read this large archive. There were surprises. There was a thick diary written by Ed’s father Percy describing his excitement when he went to war in 1915 and his horror when he experienced the reality of Gallipoli. Percy is clearly the father of the son who becomes a conscientious objector in the war that starts in 1939. Ed teaches Radiant Living and for a year in 1940–41 he runs a Young Citizens’ session on national radio each Sunday. When finally he enters the Air Force, his life of adventure begins. In Box 24 of the archive, 1965, there is an unpublished novel, Call Not to the Gods, under the nom de plume Gary Sankar.

         More than this I had access to private letters between Louise and Ed which were held by Peter and Sarah Hillary. Ed always acknowledged the central importance of Louise in their shared life but without much detail. In the archive she enters Ed’s life as a lively 21-year-old in a ski club hut on Mount Ruapehu. On his way to Everest in 1953 he is meeting her for a weekend in Sydney, and he writes to her throughout the expedition. Three months after the famous climb, they marry and enjoy an extended honeymoon as part of a lecture tour through the UK, Europe and USA. Through the rest of the decade Louise is at home raising three children, but in 1961 after a trek into Everest country she joins him as a full partner in bringing education and health to the Sherpas. The wrenching tragedy of the plane crash of 31 March 1975 is all there in the files.

         As I read through the archive I became immersed in the life of Ed Hillary. Like him I am a New Zealander, born in Auckland. New Zealand is small, and in the days before air travel it was a long way from the rest of the world. Though I am 18 years younger than Ed, the social and physical environment he grew up in is recognisably mine. 

         There are many biographies of famous men. This is mine, and it reflects how I saw Edmund Hillary during the time I knew him. It is not the complete story. The years after 1980 are too recent for me to attempt to cover them satisfactorily – the years of Ed’s marriage to June Lady Hillary will have their own biographer. One of the fascinations of Ed’s life is the way he handled his fame and came to be recognised as the person who best represented the ‘essence and spirit’ of New Zealand. It has been a privilege to have entered his remarkable life through those old letters and photos, as well as my own memories and those of others who knew him.

         
             

         

         – Michael Gill

         Auckland, 2017 

      

   


   
      
         

            – CHAPTER 1 –

            A pioneering heritage
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         It is not absolutely certain that Sir William Hillary (born 1771) was a forebear of Sir Edmund Hillary (born 1919) but, had he been asked, Ed would almost certainly have approved of the baronet’s life of adventure. William married Frances Disney Fytche, said to be the richest heiress in Essex, against her father’s wishes. He spent the whole of her £20,000 inheritance raising a private army to fight against Napoleon, earning a hereditary baronetcy in 1805. Three years later, to put a few miles and a little water between himself and his creditors (and apparently his wife), and to bury quietly the murkier details surrounding his elopement and marriage, he fled to the Isle of Man. Here he married again and embarked on the work for which he became most famous. The principal port of the isle was poorly protected and its fishing fleet vulnerable to storms from the east. Dismayed by the sight of wrecks and dead sailors washing ashore, Sir William established a fleet of lifeboats manned by volunteers to rescue crew from distressed vessels. The organisation would later become the Royal National Lifeboat Institution.

         The Hillarys of Dargaville

         We are on surer ground genealogically when we come in 1884 to Edmund Raymond Hillary of Dargaville, grandfather of the Edmund who climbed Mt Everest. Edmund senior was born in Lancashire in 1836 and trained as a watchmaker. A need for adventure led him to India where he made a good living working for maharajahs on their collections of clockwork birds and animals. In 1881 he was in Wales, then on 3 December 1884, when he re-enters the record at age 48, he was in Dargaville, marrying a 28-year-old Irish woman by the name of Annie Clementina Fleming, always known as Ida.

         There is no record of where Edmund arrived in New Zealand, but it was probably Auckland, where inquiries in the early 1880s would have shown that the formerly rich southern goldfields were in decline, whereas Dargaville to the north was on the rise, lifted by its kauri timber and gum trade. From Auckland immigrants travelling north went by rail to the southern reaches of the Kaipara Harbour, described as the largest enclosed harbour in the southern hemisphere. Embarked on a steamer, they moved north down a tidal river through mangroves before emerging on to an expanse of storm-swept water, land-locked except where the powerful tidal stream poured through the narrow harbour entrance between bare sandhills. On the beaches were skeletons of ships that had missed the navigable channel winding between breakers pounding the shoals of the bar. Once past the intimidating entrance, the steamer entered the tidal waters of the broad Northern Wairoa River with its main town of Dargaville on the west bank. Kauri timber was in demand in New Zealand and beyond, and was in evidence everywhere as rafts of logs coming down the outgoing tide, and as huge stacks of sawn timber in riverside mills or being loaded on to ships crowding the wharves.

         Edmund set up shop in a main street that had the makeshift look of a set for a western movie. His two-storey house on the Dargaville waterfront was substantial; he became secretary of the Dargaville Town Board and kept racehorses. His wife Ida, born in 1856, had come to New Zealand at the age of eight and had worked as a governess until her marriage. She had a warm personality and like her husband was a storyteller. Four children were born to the Hillarys: Percival Augustus, future father of Edmund Percival; John, Leila and Clarice. For 20 years the family prospered and the four children grew up strong, healthy, independent, and as well educated as the times allowed.

         But by 1905 Dargaville was past its peak. The great forests of kauri disappeared as all but the most inaccessible trees were felled and dragged and floated to the mills. Where once there had been stands of the most majestic trees on Earth, their trunks rising like the pillars of a cathedral, now there were only their burnt-over remnants. The timber trade had brought wealth to the north, as the goldfields had to the south, but it came at a price. The gum, too, that poor man’s gold, had almost run out.

         The Hillary family fortune declined along with that of the rest of the community. Edmund had owned and betted on horses, and lost heavily. His Leorina was an ‘also ran’ in the Auckland Cups of 1889 and 1890, and his Bravo was a non-paying third in the much humbler Matakohe Cup of 1892. The big house had to be sold. Family lore has it that in his late sixties Edmund took to his bed in a fit of depression that lasted through to his death in 1928 at the age of 92. The story is plausible. A streak of depression runs through the Hillary family and, besides, he had a younger wife to take over. To Ida fell the task of earning money and raising the children. She did what work she could – dressmaking, painting pictures for sale – but she must have been hard-pressed. The children completed eight years of their compulsory primary schooling, though not all the way through to the legally required age of 15. Somehow, as people did, they got by. Ida too was long-lived, dying in 1952 at age 95, a year short of seeing her grandson climb Mount Everest. 

         Percival Augustus, the eldest of Edmund and Ida’s four offspring, grew into an energetic and resourceful youth. In 1898, at the age of 13, he began a lifelong connection with journalism when he became a copy boy for the Wairoa Bell, an entry-level job delivering telegraphs and as general factotum. He learned photography, and after proving his writing skills became a reporter. Three years later, inspired by tales and photographs of the heroic British fighting the Boers, he volunteered for war in South Africa but was too young. The glories of battle would have to wait until the Great War in 1915 at Gallipoli.

         By 1911 Percy was printing and publishing the Wairoa Bell on behalf of its locally based proprietor, and three years later, in April 1914 and at the age of 29, he left the Wairoa Bell to buy its rival, the North Auckland Times. All he needed was a wife, and he knew who she would be: Gertrude Clark, one of a perceptibly superior family of 11 siblings who lived 10 kilometres downstream at Whakahara on the other side of the Wairoa.

         The Clarks of Whakahara

         By North Auckland standards, the Clarks were landed gentry. Gertrude’s grandparents, Charles and Dinah Clark, had arrived in New Zealand from Yorkshire in 1843, 40 years before Edmund Raymond Hillary, and just three years after the beginning of systematic British colonisation and the signing of a treaty with Māori at Waitangi. The Clarks made their landfall in Nelson at the northern tip of the South Island, but found no opportunities for advancement there. Forming a friendship with a family by the name of Paton, they decided to move into the timber trade, first in Auckland, then in the northern Wairoa at a settlement called Paradise, upriver from Dargaville.

         The Clarks became well known on the Wairoa River, and Dinah was described as a clever businesswoman. Those early days in timber set them up financially, and in 1860 they were able to purchase a small farm downriver on a low hill known to Māori as Whakahara. Charles built a raft – standard technology for timber workers – on to which he loaded all their possessions, including livestock, before setting off on the outgoing tide. On sloping ground overlooking the broad expanse of the river they built their homestead of pitsawn local timber, and filled it with mahogany and Venetian glass imported from England, as well as local kauri furniture. In time they established a fine garden. In front of the house Charles added a one-roomed store selling basic items such as flour, tea, sugar, oatmeal, tinned meats and hardware to passing timber workers and gumdiggers. To these amenities they added a post office and a butchery, and the service of a cutter as transport across and around the Kaipara Harbour. Church services were held in the big dining room, and the home became a centre of hospitality for early settlers and travellers on the river.

         Despite their isolation, Dinah kept in touch with political developments. Among the 31,872 signatures to the suffragettes’ 1893 petition to Parliament – from a quarter of New Zealand’s women of voting age – were 211 from rural Northland, one of them that of Dinah Clark of Whakahara, then in her seventies. The petition became law that same year, making New Zealand the first country in the world to give women the vote. 

         Charles and Dinah had four children. The youngest, George, married a local seamstress, Harriet Wooderson, and took over the working of the Whakahara farm and store. Between 1882 and 1900, Harriet gave birth to 11 healthy children, spaced on average 18 months apart. She might well have delivered many more had not George been killed in 1901 by a kick from a horse. The family held together despite the tragedy, kept their store in business, and maintained their position as the sort of pioneers others might try to emulate.

         Gertrude, born in 1892, was the eighth of George and Harriet’s children. She and her siblings were at first educated by a succession of governesses, young women who quickly gave up the isolation of Whakahara in favour of the bright lights of Auckland. By building a schoolhouse on their property, the Clarks were able to persuade the government to pay the salary of a primary school teacher. But secondary schools were in short supply, the nearest being at Te Kopuru, south of Dargaville, on the other side of the river. Gertrude later described what getting to school entailed:

         
            When I was twelve years old I was determined to go to High School but this meant crossing the wide and oft-times treacherous tidal river, a distance of half a mile. My mother conferred with her older children, my father having died earlier, and it was decided that the daily journey would be too much for a girl. This I would not agree to.

            For two years my brother and I set off in a small rowing boat. Sometimes it was very rough, and the mill hands on the opposite side of the river would come out, and stand along the river bank watching our progress, especially when we reached the sand bank in the centre of the river where the waves broke in all directions and our frail barque was greatly in danger of being capsized.

            On some nights when there was a storm and the waves were racing down the river with the out-going tide, we would have to row across very strongly to land at our house. Sometimes we would be swept down-river before we could get the boat ashore. We would grab hold of a mangrove as we swept past and sopping wet would wade ashore, tie up the boat for the night and wearily trudge home.

            However, even with these vicissitudes, I passed my Candidates Examination as a teacher. It was a great life indeed.1 

         

         It might have been a great life but the future lay in Auckland, not Whakahara. George Clark had understood this, and before his death had set up a business in the Auckland suburb of Mt Eden, selling china from a shop with a small attached house. When the shop failed, the house came into use as accommodation for various members of the family. Later Harriet, as matriarch, bought a section nearby at 20 Herbert Road, and despatched Mabel, her eldest and most able daughter, to supervise the building of a substantial house and manage it as the family centre for a growing tribe of siblings, cousins and other more distant family members – including, eventually, Gertrude’s son Edmund. Artistic Helen made a sign in beaten copper for the veranda announcing that this was ‘The New Whakahara’.

         In 1907, 15-year-old Gertrude was still at Te Kopuru but now as a trainee teacher rather than a pupil. Soon she was moving south to Herbert Road to complete her teacher training, and from there went to Te Awamutu Primary School in the Waikato. Photographs of the time show Gertrude as a slim, elegantly dressed, rather dreamy-looking young woman. She had acquired her values from her grandparents and parents. She had a powerful belief in the importance of education and aspired to the social values of the English middle class that existed in New Zealand in rudimentary form. She believed it was important to mix with the right people, difficult though that might be in such an unformed society. She kept a journal in which she copied poetry, and she believed strongly in books and the people who wrote them. Traditional Christianity was an integral part of her upbringing.

         How and where she met Percival Augustus Hillary, seven years older than her and living in Dargaville, some 10 kilometres north of little Te Kopuru, is not recorded. But he was a lively young man with good prospects in the newspaper industry. In the archive is a postcard from Percy, who is smartly dressed and striking a pose between two friends in the whitest of shirts. He writes:

         
            Dear Gertie, These are three friends of mine, one of whom you know, and thinking it might interest you to see the postcard, I am sending it to you. Yours, Percy.2 

         

         Gertie wrote in the front of her notebook:

         
            
               Gertie Clark is my name

               Single is my station

               Happy be the little man

               That makes the alteration.

            

         

         But by the second half of 1914 a much bigger alteration was afoot, and on 4 August Britain announced that the nation – surely to be joined by its empire – had declared war on Germany.

         Like most Pākehā New Zealanders, Percy had been raised in the belief that Britain and its far-flung empire represented all that was great and good in the world. She might suffer the occasional setback but always triumphed over enemies, whether in Europe, India, New Zealand or any other part of the globe. For a Pākehā schoolchild in the early twentieth century, it was a British navigator, Captain Cook, who in 1769 had discovered New Zealand and drawn its map. There might have been a distant awareness that Māori navigators had somehow sailed their outrigger canoes to make landfall on the undiscovered islands they called Aotearoa some 600 years earlier, but the magnitude of that achievement went untaught.

         So when war was declared on Germany, Percy wanted his share of the excitement and glory from what would surely be a quick and splendid victory. Along with others from Dargaville, he went to Auckland to volunteer. He was accepted into the 15th North Auckland Infantry.

         Percy kept a record of his war experience in a diary – a thick sheaf of handwritten papers in a confident, round hand, and a surprise find in the Hillary archive. Ed must have known of the diary’s existence, but he made almost no mention of his father’s searing Gallipoli experience. In his two autobiographies, Ed uses three almost identical sentences to describe the most important event in his father’s life:

         
            When World War One erupted my father was quick to volunteer for what he regarded as a worthy cause. He went overseas as a sergeant, served with the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps in the grim Gallipoli campaign, was shot through the nose and laid low with severe dysentery. He was finally invalided home more than a little disillusioned about noble causes.3

         

         Gallipoli, and Percy’s account of it, deserve more space than this. Percy is recognisably the father of Edmund. He is hard-working, competitive, alert for adventure. He likes to express himself in writing. The diary shows a more vivid personality than the dour person portrayed by Ed. Percy describes a year that will change him forever and create a family climate that will profoundly influence his first son, born five years later. And he sketches briefly two more steps in the relationship between himself and Gertrude Clark that will be so important to him for the rest of his life. 

      

   


   
      
         

            – CHAPTER 2 –

            Percy goes to Gallipoli
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         Ed Hillary lived a life of adventure and risk, but his father Percy entered an arena of vastly greater risk when he went to Gallipoli in 1914. Of 13,977 New Zealand soldiers who took part, 2,799 died and 5,212 were wounded.1 Ed is often quoted as saying, ‘It is not the mountain we conquer but ourselves,’ but it is unlikely that Percy ever said, ‘It is not Gallipoli we conquer but ourselves.’ Indeed, there is no record of Percy saying anything about Gallipoli outside the 45,800-word diary he wrote at the time.2 I have edited this down to 4,100 words, all of them Percy’s. They show with rare eloquence the pre-Gallipoli bravado and the in-Gallipoli horror. He might not have talked to his sons and daughter about these events, but they were there beneath the surface for the rest of his life.

         Percy joined the New Zealand volunteer army on 20 October 1914, and for two months was in a training camp at Trentham, outside Wellington. In November, he escaped briefly to act as best man at the wedding of his sister Leila. It was also a chance to spend time with Gertie Clark, who joined the train at Te Awamutu en route to Auckland. ‘The wedding went off beautifully. At 9pm, Miss Clark and I left again for our southern destinations, she for Te Awamutu to continue her teaching, me for Wellington.’

         That might have been the end of it, but Gertie had other ideas. When she discovered that the troops were to leave Wellington on SS Willochra, she took the train south for the farewell parade in mid-December. Percy describes the day:

         
            This morning we marched up the streets of Wellington through crowds of cheering well-wishers. Girls were allowed to fall in with their soldier-boys and march beside them, taking this last opportunity of talking with their departing sweethearts.

            To my surprise Gertie was there and joined me having come all the way from Te Awamutu. She was accompanied by the two Misses Atkinson and we walked along having a great old chat. I was to meet her afterwards at the wharf where the Willochra was tied up. The wharf was crowded with men and women densely packed together. I couldn’t see the girls. I stood on a crane on the wharf till at 6pm someone told me the Willochra was leaving. So I waited till the ship was 10 feet out from the wharf then ran to get on (ahem!) but couldn’t, so I told those on board that I would get a launch and come out.

            Then I turned to take a car to the Atkinsons where Gertie is staying. As I was setting off a picket who had been left ashore to pick up stragglers caught me and made me fall in to join a boat going in half an hour. I went quietly but when they were busy I stole into a right-of-way, ran down it and then to the tramline where I caught a car and thus neatly escaped.

            I met Gertie near the Atkinsons and we all had tea up at their house. Afterwards Gertie and I went out to the pictures and took a taxi home, having a jolly evening together. I might get into trouble and even lose my lance-corporal’s stripe but I don’t care a pin now that I have seen Gertie and had the evening with her. In the end I caught a small steamer across to the Willochra and slipped on board. Thus I escaped scot free from any punishment.

         

         Cruise ship to Egypt and sightseeing in Cairo

         The four months before the landing at Gallipoli were full of excitement and pleasurable anticipation:

         
            The whole wide world now seems before us, full of strangeness and adventure, and while misgivings trouble our hearts at leaving our people and our native land, yet the old exploring, adventuring spirit of our nation draws us irresistibly to contemplate the future with delight and expectant elation. A spirit of comradeship exists everywhere.

         

         In Colombo, Percy records his first impressions of Asia:

         
            The beaches here are fringed with palms and the seething, swarming, confused chattering of swarthy Hindoos, makes us realise that we are in the East, the land of patience and impatience, of riches and poverty, of silence and uproar, of vivid attraction and awful repulsion, of stately pride and grovelling beggardom. All is animation, the Hindoos shouting their wares and the guards warning them away. I am in my glory and revel in scenes like this.

         

         As the ship enters the Suez Canal he notes:

         
            The shores here are bleak hills and arid desert. Last night we passed a monument on the spot where Moses and the Israelites crossed the Red Sea into Arabia. There is great excitement on board. We are going to Cairo to camp beside other New Zealand Forces. What grand sport! What a time I shall have! I’ll get all the leave I possibly can and explore the pyramids, sphinxes, temples and all the wonderful historical works of this ancient race of highly-civilised architects and sculptors. I’ll bring home cases of mummies and old Egyptian ornaments, weapons, etc.

         

         Percy did not bring home an Egyptian mummy but for three months he and his mates rode camels to the pyramids, skirmished with the Australians, and enjoyed the sights and smells of oriental bazaars. But by April Percy is noting that: ‘The Dardanelles bombardment is a most important event and is followed by us with keenest interest for we believe our movements are influenced by its success. We hope to go to Turkey to help take Constantinople, thence through the Balkan states and Austria into Germany, but this is only our wish. We don’t know where we will go.’

         Two weeks later, they are preparing to depart: 

         
            You should have seen the cleaning and polishing of rifles and the careful sharpening of bayonets. Everyone has suddenly become most attentive and minutely particular regarding their ‘best friend’, their rifle. There is severe work ahead and the prospect of it acted like a tonic on the men, even those who are lazy and neglectful.

            From the deck of our troopship we enjoy the sight of a mass of shipping, a forest of masts and funnels, like being in a leafless forest. It is said that 200,000 troops are taking part in this action. I am glad I have spent two educative months in Egypt but I rejoice in being at sea again and am now looking forward to exploring new cities and countries.

            I have become very philosophic. It is brave, strong work this soldiering, benefitting and improving the very weakest of characters.

         

         On 24 April he writes:

         
            For two days we were at sea, crossing the blue Mediterranean to Lemnos where we have been at anchor in this splendid harbour. There are dozens of warships, cruisers, destroyers and other war-craft and scores of troop transports. Everybody is on the tip-toe of expectation and excitement and speculating on our probable movements. Tomorrow at 1.30am on April 25th, we up anchor and set sail for a future none of us can guess.

         

         Gallipoli – the reality

         From 25 April, the day of the landings on Gallipoli, a month of diary is missing. None of the forces who landed on the Gallipoli peninsula captured the ground they had hoped for. To the south, the British and French never broke out of their beachheads. Twenty-five kilometres north at Anzac Cove, the Australian and New Zealand (ANZAC) troops established forward posts high on the inhospitably steep cliffs and gullies above the beach where they landed, but they could not break through the Turkish trenches defending the highest ground. Within days of the landing, fighting was deadlocked between the corpse-strewn trenches of the Turks and the ANZACs. 

         25 May – in the trenches on Walkers Ridge. ‘On Sunday at dark we moved quietly off to a new position, no smoking or talking permitted. We filed silently past sleeping men in their dug-outs, past rows of hobbled mules with Indians beside them, then up a darksome gully enclosed by towering sandstone cliffs. From the tops comes the roar of rapidly-fired rifles and the hysterical clattering of machine guns, with a continuous circle of light from the rifle flashes edging the dark cliff-top. Further we went till right underneath the savage activity, then we climbed up a steep, zigzag road that led into the trenches where the men were fighting. Here, about halfway up, we lay down on the hard ground in our greatcoats with our equipment on and our rifles beside us ready loaded.

         ‘We dropped straight away into sound sleep but were awakened an hour later in alarm – the Turks were threatening our left flank. Hurriedly we jumped up, seized our rifles and fell in, waiting for the order to march off to support our comrades in the firing line. The rifle fire was now thunderous and seemed to spell death and danger for those above us, making our pulses beat the faster, but suddenly it all eased – the danger was past for the time.

         ‘On Monday an armistice was observed for nine hours – arranged by the German general – whilst the Turks buried their dead, six and seven deep. It was so unreal, the silence and peace, the oppressive stillness, that we really welcomed the sound of the rifle reports again when hostilities recommenced. It may sound a strange thing to say but it is true, that the stealthy quietness made us uneasy.’

         
             

         

         27 May – Anzac Cove. ‘Today I was told that I was transferred to a new platoon and that I was to be a sergeant. The weather here is clear, a most healthy and delightful climate. I go in for a swim every day – it is hot during the middle of the day, and the sea, but 100 yards away, is beautifully calm and cool. How we revel in it, although stray bullets hit the water near about us frequently, sometimes claiming a victim. 

         ‘The atmosphere gives magnificent effects upon the Grecian isles scattered across the sea within our view. The sea is everywhere blue but the further isles are of a far deeper blue, whilst those bordering the horizon seem painted with solid cobalt. They stand on the sea like blue pieces cut from card whilst the sky and the sea effects defy description. Alas, in sad contrast, huge shells are humming over us, exploding with thunders, whilst bullets whistle and sing their death song.’

         
             

         

         31 May – Anzac Cove. ‘Anzac Cove is the name of this place where we have been for five long weeks now. Yesterday, whilst we were road-making in our little gully, Lieutenant Simpson of our 15th Company was shot dead through the heart by a stray bullet. It was hard, for he had not seen a Turk or fired a shot. He was a young Auckland solicitor. Every day men are being shot dead or wounded all about us and right beside us for although we are not in the trenches, we get shelled and fired at by the enemy all the time.’

         
             

         

         4 June – Quinn’s Post. ‘Two days ago we crossed over a hill to Shrapnel Gully where we cut ourselves dugouts and settled down. This is a more dangerous place than before; we had four men wounded and one killed before lunch. Yesterday at 10.30am we set off to occupy a trench at Quinn’s Post. The Turkish trenches are only 25 feet away from ours and we hear the Turks talking away and see them at their loopholes, through which they shoot at anything. No 3 trench is the most fearful place, the Turks throwing bombs which burst terrifically, shaking the ground and throwing up clouds of dust, blowing off an arm or leg. They are horrible, awful things and all night and day the Turks throw them over. A few landed nearby, but did no harm to us. An overcoat thrown over a bomb makes it almost harmless and by this means we lost only two killed and four wounded. Of course, we fired bombs back at them, and rifles blazed all night too. I had charge of a portion of the trench and didn’t have a wink of sleep all night, having to watch things and keep the men awake.

         ‘Today Captain Algie called for 100 men and two NCOs from Auckland Company to attack and capture Turkish trenches. I gave my name in as one of the volunteer sergeants and so did two others of the fifteenth company. It probably will be somewhat dangerous, so I am writing this before we march off tonight. I felt it was my duty to volunteer though I was anything but happy at the thought of the job in front of us. We are in for it now, however. We intend to get the trenches and hang on to them.’

         
             

         

         5 June – Quinn’s Post. ‘After the most awful 12 hours that could be imagined by even Dante himself, I am indeed lucky to be alive to tell the tale of horror upon horrors through which we passed. At 10.30pm last night we left our bivouacs and silently in single file marched along the track, then up the hill through big communication trenches to the entrance to the fire trenches. It was a glorious night, starry, brilliantly starry, the soft faint light emanating from these “eyes of heaven” giving a gentle radiance, which made all objects most mysterious. After a few minutes’ waiting, a fierce rifle fire broke out on every side, the continuous rattle and crackle filling the air with deafening sound, whilst the machine guns, soon joined in with their spiteful, crackling, running reports. The volume of sound swelled greater still as our howitzers thundered their whistling hells [sic] and our Japanese mortars threw their fearsome bombs into the enemy’s trenches. Accompanied by tremendous explosions, huge clouds of dirt were blown into the air. The cruel hand bombs, which burst with awful violence and terrible effect, were freely thrown and put the finishing touch to the infernal orchestra. The Canterbury volunteers now charged the enemy’s trenches and took them, capturing 80 prisoners, of which one escaped on the way along the trenches.

         ‘Meanwhile the Australians had taken the machine gun opposite Courtney’s Post, which was most deadly if left alone. Then 20 Aucklanders were sent as reinforcements to the Canterbury men and I was one of them. We went along a trench that ran up, curving through heaps of sandbags, till the blazing cliff top was reached where we crept one after another through a small curved tunnel in which our rifles, shovels and sandbags got jammed to our alarm and impatient dismay. Emerging from the mouth of the tunnel we climbed over the sandbag parapet and ran swiftly across the ground intervening between our own and the Turks’ trenches, getting safely over this dangerous area and jumping into the latter like a shot. We then proceeded to make the trench stronger for defence and till daylight the Turks troubled us only with rifle fire so we felt fairly safe.

         ‘However we had reckoned without our host for their second trench back was at exact bomb-throwing distance. When daylight broke it showed our trench but little fitted for defence, it being a miserable place to convert to our use – there being dead Turks buried in the earth parapet, which we needed to move to be able to fire. We had thus no bomb proof shelter and our trench was crowded with men – twice too many. All along our front, these hand bombs, like black cricket balls, or innocent-looking jam tins, began to fly through the air, bursting within a second of landing with a deafening thunder and fearful results. The men not injured were stunned or dazed with shock. Like rain they came and our men began to thin rapidly, men falling dead all along, others writhing, groaning in fearful agony, yet others running with fearful gashed-open wounds to the entrance to a wee tunnel along which they had to crawl to reach our trenches in the rear.

         ‘Reinforcements filled their places and we kept up rifle fire but this was useless against their bombs. These brutal, cruel murderous missiles poured on us, and we tried to erect bomb proof shelters and get bombs to throw back. But it seemed useless, for our men were falling like leaves and a stream of wounded flowed endlessly back to our rear. I saw men writhing in death agony with wounds too fearful to mention, others with injuries nearly as gruesome, stumbling along the trench, dragging their poor, bloody bodies past us, frantically trying to escape another thunder-bomb. Poor fellows! Some of them had better been hit again than survive as they were. The bottom of the trench was red, the world swam about us and death held our hands, ready at any moment to pull us across the Rubicon. The incessant, thunderous bursting of bombs was a fitting death chant to prepare our hopeless, desperate spirits for almost any fate, and those who came out unscathed were filled with wonder at the marvel of it. At length the position became untenable and at 8am we retired, and then peace and comparative quiet descended upon the scene. Our loss was heavy, my platoon being reduced from 31 to 14.

         ‘I was in it all and can never forget it. I stayed there fighting and keeping the fellows at it till only a corporal and I were left of the original occupants. At length a bomb burst just above me with fearful effect. I just had time to put an overcoat over my head and so escaped its direct force, but I must have been dazed by the concussion for I hazily remember getting out of the trench and wandering into an Australian’s dugout where I lay down for a good while, afterwards going back to my bivouac where I remained. I had previously been covered with dirt dozens of times from nearby explosions. Dozens of our men are suffering in the same way as I – no wounds, just shock from the concussion. I had nightmares all Saturday night, but felt almost all right on Sunday morning. I continued my duties and didn’t bother the doctor as I only felt a bit “groggy”.

         ‘It was Auckland again who stood all the losses, and our Fifteenth Company which bore the brunt as usual. We sustained practically 80% casualties, an absolutely unheard of percentage, 20% being considered extremely high.’

         To England as an invalid

         11 June – Anzac Cove. ‘Flies! I thought Egypt was bad for flies but I had not then known what I now do. This place, since summer has come, is very hot during the day. The dead have been lying unburied for weeks between the trenches and, although all were interred during the Armistice, scores soon took their places and Colonial and Turk lie side by side in sad neglect between the two posts of entrenched men seeking each other’s lives day and night. It is impossible to do anything about these dead. The air is tainted revoltingly, the sun beats like a furnace into our deep, narrow trenches. The flies swarm in millions on the poor, silent forms, and also on us, voraciously swooping on our food, and in our mouths, obliterating with their endless myriads anything left down. They swarm over each other in heaps fighting to get beneath. There is no escape from them. They are a condition to be suffered in loathing, in disgust. As a danger to health they are a menace to us all. Woe to anyone not strong – the bullets of the enemy are safer. Our survival is due to only two things – the natural, outdoor health of the sturdy New Zealanders, and inoculation.’

         
             

         

         26 June – Courtney’s Post. ‘Today a Turkish aeroplane dropped some papers which blew into the Turkish trenches where they tied them on to an old bomb and threw them towards us. They were invitations to us Colonials to come and surrender, “as we are being merely used by England for her own purposes” and were thus practically betrayed. They invited us to surrender and promised us the best of treatment with splendid food. They are sick of the war too.’ 

         
             

         

         2 July – Courtney’s Post. ‘We are all heartily sick and tired of this trench warfare, awaiting an attack, working at all hours of day and night at navvies’ work – digging trenches, roads, tunnels; carrying timber, bags of earth, gravel, stores, water, up these fearfully steep hills and cliffs. The men’s tempers and spirits are becoming ragged and grumbling is now continual at every little thing. We have been nine weeks under fire. In the reserve gully we lost men almost every day and we have had no spell. A week away from hostilities would refresh the men but we push on. The men want to finish Turkey off and get the job done. Then, after a couple of weeks in Constantinople, sail for England for a month or so, then off to France – this is their cry.

         ‘For the last three weeks I have had diarrhoea and feel entirely run down and ill with it.’

         
             

         

         5 July – Lemnos Hospital. ‘Because of my illness Major Craig ordered me away and I am now in hospital. For three months I had splendid health not parading sick once, although all that time was spent in action under most trying conditions. I am one of only 18 men left of our original group of 227 – the race is not always to the fast! Captain Algie has told me to stay away till I am completely better.’

         
             

         

         13 August –Malta. ‘At last I feel well, though a bit weak, and I have taken to my diary again. On my way here I was given a first-class cabin. There was an electric fan and all sorts of comforts – cupboards, electric lights, and fresh water in plenty to wash in as often as I wished. I have been living like a millionaire: Soup, fish, rissoles and sauce, savoury mince and mashed potatoes, curry and rice, roast meats and vegetables, pie or pudding. There are nurses on board, such nice, obliging girls, anxious for everyone’s comfort. Two men died and were buried on the way, the steamer just stopping for a couple of minutes each time.

         ‘When I found I was unable to sleep enclosed by walls I moved onto the deck in the sea breeze. I am afraid I shall advocate the simple, primeval life when I get back – just a roof to keep off the rain; and I think I could eat anything, even grass, after being alive for three months on bully beef and iron biscuits.

         ‘Do you know that the Turks are fighting as fair a fight as could possibly be, not using any of the dirty German tactics and treating the wounded well. At first in the rage and ferocity of those few awful days after landing, terrible things were done – on both sides, our men were equally to blame. Some Colonials captured a German officer with soft-nosed bullets on him that inflict awful wounds. They tied him to a pine tree, lifted bayonets and charged him, just as they reached his chest, dividing and passing to either side of him not having touched him; the officer fainted, was revived and the performance thrice repeated, then finally he was shot dead with his own soft-nosed bullets.

         ‘The Turks brutally bayoneted our wounded and some of our own men replied in kind. But when the savage fever abated many gallant acts were performed. There was a Turk who picked up a wounded Australian calling for help and carried the injured man to his Australian mates. Another brought them water. They bandage up our men well and give them every attention.’

         
             

         

         15 September – Bristol. ‘We landed at Southampton and were brought here to Bristol through countryside where orchards were glowing brightly with ripening fruit, and the harvests being gathered under thatched barns. Rabbits and pheasants were thick as bees. Our hospital is a beautiful place. The staff is very large and the nurses are so very good, gentle and willing. 

         ‘Regarding my own health. I certainly am better than when I left Malta, for I have gained eight pounds in weight during the fortnight after leaving there, which is not so bad. I still lack energy for, as the doctor says, I am in a quiescent state, recuperating after a prolonged physical strain. My digestion too is weak. However, I am having a splendid time, new experience being gained, seeing fresh countries and people, and having a thorough change and rest.’

         On 2 February 1916, Percy returned to Auckland. He was suffering from that state of anxiety, exhaustion and depression that became known as shell-shock – later post-traumatic stress disorder – and he was not drafted back into the war. As was almost invariable in Gallipoli veterans, he never spoke of his experiences. One might have thought the average Kiwi bloke would return from the war with a fund of yarns that he would tell for the rest of his life, but this rarely happened. Men had indeed overcome their fears, shown extraordinary courage and risked their lives, but to what end? They had been defeated. Great Britain had been shown to be far from great. Her vaunted army and navy had been grievously in error in planning and execution. When the final evacuation from Gallipoli took place at the end of 1915, almost one-fifth of the 100,000 Allied troops were dead and nearly half had been wounded. Military historian B.H. Liddell Hart wrote, ‘Thus the curtain rang down on a sound and far-sighted conception, marred by a chain of errors in execution almost unrivalled in British history.’3

         Many war veterans returned weak, disillusioned and alienated. Heroism had not been an easy code to follow. At Gallipoli, the usual reward for a conspicuous display of heroism was death. For many there must have been acts of commission or omission that could make them feel ashamed of themselves. Humanity itself, they might have thought, should feel ashamed of perpetrating this vast theatre of insanity on the Turkish peninsula. When Percy passionately advocated pacifism throughout the rest of his life and taught his two sons to be conscientious objectors in the Second World War, he was speaking from the depths of his own bitter experience. 

      

   


   
      
         

            – CHAPTER 3 –

            Growing up in Tuakau and Auckland
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         Percy’s ship arrived in Auckland on 2 February 1916. A week later he had married his Gertie at the church of St Matthew-in-the-City. A week is a short time in which to set up a wedding. Such speed suggests desperation, a need to reach a safe haven – at least on Percy’s part. For the rest of his life he would carry the reputation of being a hard, withdrawn man, tough on his children, but the few surviving letters he wrote to Gertie show the softer side of a man who remained in love with his wife and dependent on her – a trait that would be inherited by his son.

         Here is Percy, aged 55, away from home and writing to Gertrude in 1940:

         
            My Dearest, Do you know what today is? The 24th anniversary of our wedding. Heaps of love and happy memories! What a dainty bride you were, sweet, sensitive and charming. And what a wonderful wife you have been, steadfast as a rock, willing and full of constructive action.

            I wish I were home instead of miles away. I miss your love and affection and wise counsel. Every daily silence I send you my whole heart full of love and protection, and I also send each of the children thoughts of love, harmony and happiness. And my last thoughts at night are of you … Heaps of love …1 

         

         For four years between 1916 and 1920, Percy and Gertrude lived in Auckland, possibly with the Clark sisters at Herbert Road in Mt Eden. In May 1916, Percy was discharged from the army as ‘medically unfit’. From time to time he found work as a freelance journalist. Gertie, to begin with at least, was teaching, but by 1917 she was pregnant, and on 19 June their first child was born, a daughter, June St Hilaire Hillary.

         Two years later, Edmund Percival was born at the Kelvin Private Hospital in Clonbern Road, Remuera. And 15 months after Edmund came Wrexford Fleming. These were grand names that said something about the social aspirations of their parents. Much later in life, Wrexford gave up the struggle of signing his name Wrex and changed his name by deed poll to Rex.

         Tuakau, 1920–1934

         By 1919 beekeeping has appeared in the Hillary family: this was the occupation given by Percy in the electoral roll for that year. Returned servicemen could learn about bees at a government-run model farm in Ruakura, near Hamilton, and perhaps Percy had taken advantage of this. Whether he kept hives in Auckland is doubtful, but the family’s next move opened up the opportunity for bee farming across as much farm and scrub land as he could reach.

         As a returned soldier Percy was offered a grant of land, and in 1920 he became the owner of seven acres of flat, fertile land in the small farming town of Tuakau, 60 kilometres south of Auckland. Situated on the banks of the Waikato, the North Island’s largest river, Tuakau had begun life in 1840 as a flax-milling centre. In the war of 1863–64 between Māori and colonial forces, an important redoubt covering the river was located on a promontory just south of the town.

         By the time of the arrival of the Hillarys in 1920, Tuakau, along with its larger neighbour Pukekohe, had become a prosperous agricultural and farming centre thanks to its fertile, volcanic soils. There were market gardens supplying Auckland with potatoes, onions, cabbages and carrots; there were dairy and poultry farms, orchards, apiaries. Whitebait from the river were canned in a local factory. The road to Auckland was narrow and rough, but Tuakau had an excellent rail link to the big city, only one hour away on the Main Trunk Line. Percy’s land was centrally located at one end of what is now the main street, with the railway station a kilometre away at the other end. The house came with two rooms, to which Percy would add home-built extensions that were usable but left incomplete for lack of time and priority in his busy life.

         A farm of seven acres was unlikely to make its owner much money, but it provided food for subsistence from its gardens, orchards, chickens and six cows. Surplus milk was sold to the butter factory just across the railway line. Percy got bored with milking six cows by hand twice a day, but eased the tedium by reading from a wooden book-holder hung off the back of his cows. The land was also a base for farming bees, which collected nectar from clover in the surrounding paddocks and from mānuka growing on the steeper land not under cultivation. After purchasing an old van, Percy could buy new hives and locate them further afield wherever there were nectar-bearing flowers.

         Soon he was back in his old profession of journalism as founding editor and publisher of the Tuakau District News, a weekly, two-page local news-sheet selling for the modest sum of one penny. The paper was owned by Northern Waikato Newspapers Ltd and printed locally, and the Pukekohe Race Day was added for punters at the big racetrack nearby. The District News was centred on advertising, but included coverage of local social and sports news, especially rugby and tennis. Percy was particularly enthusiastic about rugby and developed a sound technical knowledge of the game which he passed on to his sons. Ed remembered accompanying Percy on Saturday afternoons to watch the winning Te Kohanga team, composed mainly of Māori players and with a fullback described by the District News as a genius.

         Percy became an important figure in local affairs. He was president of the Tuakau Chamber of Commerce and secretary of the local rugby and tennis clubs. In his District News he shaped and reflected local issues through his editorials, which were accompanied by poetry that Gertie had selected from Palgrave’s Golden Treasury of Songs and Lyrics. Percy’s powerful work ethic was not always sustained, and June remembered how there were days when her father would lapse into a depressive lethargy, lying around doing nothing.

         As a father, Percy was a good storyteller. The lounge in their small house was a cosy room with an open fire, and June, Ed and Rex would curl up while Percy told them Jimmy Job stories. Jimmy lived in a hollow tree at the bottom of the garden and though each day he’d be in Africa riding cheetahs or finding sacks of diamonds, he slept back home in a hollow tree stump in the Tuakau garden.

         The evidence, including that from June and Rex, suggests that Ed had a reasonably happy childhood in Tuakau up to the time he went to secondary school.2 The children had a loving mother and a caring, though stern, father who was always engaged in interesting projects. They lived in the sort of rural environment that wistful memories are made of: farms all around, fields of hay, farm animals with their warm smells, trees of all shapes and sizes to climb in, the banks of a great river. Ed and Rex would make driftwood rafts and float downriver to a landing where Percy and Gertrude would be waiting with a picnic beside their Overland Tourer. They had beach holidays at the Waikato Heads with Auntie Leila, and other family holidays with Uncle John (‘Jack’) Hillary at Tatuanui, where he ran a successful country store.

         Writing of his years in Tuakau, Ed grudgingly concedes ‘my memories of those early years are happy enough’,3 but added later:

         
            I was a restless, rather lonely child and even in my teens I had few friends. My father was a man of rigid principles and any straying from the path by me was usually severely punished. Not that I believe my behaviour was irresponsible, but I had a stubborn temperament and would often refuse to admit to errors – at times because I didn’t think I was to blame. This infuriated my father who would take me to the woodshed and thump me until his anger or his arm weakened. But I rarely if ever gave in.4

         

         It is a strong image and one that has been used by documentary filmmakers to summarise Ed’s childhood: a looming adult male with a wooden slat in one hand, leading a very small boy out to a woodshed for an apparently sadistic beating. There can be no doubting Ed’s sense of injustice but he was also aware that his father had good qualities. In Two Generations, published in 1984, he qualified the image:

         
            And yet, strangely enough I had a considerable respect for my father. I admired his moral courage – he would battle fiercely against society or the powers-that-be on a matter of principle and he also had the ability to make his children laugh – and there was nothing I enjoyed more in life than laughing.5 

         

         In 1991 Ed was still trying to soften the image he had created when he wrote to script writer and film-maker Tom Scott:

         
            … my father was not as big a bastard as you make him appear. Although I argued with him a great deal I had quite an admiration and respect for him too. He was a man of principle with very determined views – and such people are always troublesome to their kids – or so say I …

            Can’t we somehow build in my father’s good points – his tremendous work ethic; his courage and refusal to give way to oppression; his constant concern for the underdog; his strong principles which maybe I inherited – although I must have been a sore trial to him at times …

            He was very strongly Labour oriented. I can remember him almost raving during the depression days.

            He worked like mad – harder than I ever worked and I work pretty hard.

            He was a great vege gardener …6

         

         Rex’s memories of the encounters in the woodshed were less harrowing:

         
            We had a strict father, no denying that, he’d cart us over to the woodshed and give us a damn good hiding. In those days benzene containers came in crates made of wooden slats and Percy would give us a whack with them but they were so wide it didn’t hurt. He wasn’t really angry with us. You know, Ed and I were reasonably clued up. We knew that if we started crying and really put on a performance we wouldn’t get that much, so once we were on the way to the shed we started bawling – it helped! Yeah, he was a strict man but he had blind spots that let us get away with things.7

         

         Of his mother Ed wrote: ‘[She] had a more gentle disposition, although strongly principled too, and we relied on her for the warmth and affection that all families need.’8 She kept up the social habits she had learnt at Whakahara with visiting cards printed for herself and Percy: ‘Mrs P. Augustus Hillary of St Hilaire, Tuakau, will be at home at 2pm on Tuesdays’. And she was ambitious for her three children. She wanted them to have a level of education that would take them into social strata higher than those available in Tuakau.

         At the age of five, Ed entered Tuakau Primary School, expecting to spend eight years there before passing the Certificate of Proficiency, the entrance qualification for high school. There were eight grades in three classrooms. Movement up the grades was erratic, depending on the motivation of pupil, parents and teacher. Gertrude, a teacher herself, was a powerfully motivated parent. June used to say, ‘Ed was brainy, Rex was the good-looking one, and I was the girl.’9 She was being too modest: she was ‘brainy’ as well, and at the age of 10 won a scholarship to the private Diocesan School for Girls in Auckland.

         But it was Ed more than the others who was coached at home. He was the eldest son and liked reading and writing, skills which Gertrude admired. The results of her hot-house treatment were spectacular. At age 10 he passed Standards 3 and 4 in the same year, coming second in class. In his last year he passed both Standards 5 and 6, and became the youngest pupil in the school to achieve the Certificate of Proficiency. In his school report for 1930, Ed was first in class with uniformly excellent results. His teacher was enthusiastic: 

         
            This is to certify that while under my tuition at the Tuakau School, Edmund Hillary proved to be an intelligent pupil whose work was always of a high standard.

            His character was in all respects excellent, while his manner and general bearing clearly indicated a sound home training.

            Edmund thoroughly deserves his place in class. He has worked well all term.

            Well done, Edmund!10

         

         As Ed used to say ruefully in later years, ‘I was the child genius of Tuakau Primary School.’

         But Ed’s academic success came at a cost. He was not just the smallest and youngest in his class, he was socially more than two years behind his scholastically undemanding peers, some of them large and pubescent as they entered their teens. Ed remembers gratefully ‘a very big Maori girl who was like a mother to me and if anyone laid a hand on me she’d give them a backhander that would make them lay off’.11 Despite the occasional protector, Ed was lonely.

         
            I had almost no friends at school. My mother’s attitude didn’t help. She was so kind in many ways, but had the philosophy that you can judge people by the company they keep and she didn’t feel my classmates had too much to offer.12

            
                

            

            … As a consequence I was permitted to play no games after school but had to return immediately home to the safety of the family circle. This attitude by my mother, who was so generous and kind in other ways, greatly irked me and I never knew if it was related to the substantial proportion of Maori pupils we had in the school.13

         

         Rex, however, remembered playing with other children, including a Catholic family of seven next door: ‘We were fairly religious and went to the Anglican church in Tuakau. But Dad didn’t like us mixing too closely with Catholics.’14 Anti-Catholic feeling, imported from the old country, was alive and well in 1920s New Zealand.

         Some of the better memories of Tuakau were of the movies that arrived during the 1920s. They were shown in the War Memorial Hall, a grand brick building, its entrance flanked by Grecian pillars and a bronze plaque with the names of the 32 young men whose lives little Tuakau had given to Gallipoli and Flanders. Romance movies were shown on Tuesdays and westerns on Saturdays; Gertie and June sat upstairs, Ed and Rex down. In front of the screen a pianist played a sound accompaniment and later a gramophone was added to play songs (repetitively) before the film began. Two songs, ‘There’s a Bridle Hanging on the Wall’ and ‘Red River Valley’, later became part of Ed’s repertoire on special occasions, preferably around a camp fire, and sung con spirito.

         At Auckland Grammar School

         In 1931, Ed had his entrance ticket to high school. There were two options: the first at Pukekohe just eight kilometres away but with a patchy scholastic record; the second at Auckland Grammar School, the city’s premier school, the Eton of colonial society. It had been founded by Governor Sir George Grey in 1869, and since then had been educating the sons of Auckland’s elite. Its 900 pupils were taught by the best teachers the city could find. For Gertrude, insistent that her clever eldest son have the best education available, there could be no hesitation, and 11-year-old Ed was duly enrolled at Grammar, an arduous daily train journey away.

         The school day began with a bike ride to the Tuakau Railway Station to catch the 7 a.m. train, an hour on the train and then a walk to reach school by 8.30 a.m. He was placed in Form 3D, lowest of the ‘academic’ forms which included Latin and French in their curriculum. In the first week he was humiliated by the gym instructor whose job it was to turn slouching, evasive boys into straight-backed, muscular young men. The school system had its sprinkling of sadistic masters and this gym instructor seems to have been one of them. Humiliation was the path to improvement. He fulminated at Ed that his shoulders were round, his back not straight, his ribs flared unnaturally. Ed wrote, ‘I developed a feeling of inferiority about my physique that has remained with me to this day … a solid conviction about how appalling I looked.’15

         Discipline at boys’ schools of the time depended on corporal punishment with the cane for the most minor infringements. Schools, like the military, believed that without stern discipline, mayhem would ensue. Ed, along with large numbers of his fellow pupils, was beaten frequently.

         He continued to be a reader, and when not distracted by horseplay on the daily train journey, read avidly at the rate of a book a day. Edgar Rice Burroughs (A Princess of Mars, Tarzan), Henry Rider Haggard (King Solomon’s Mines), John Buchan (The Thirty-Nine Steps) were favourites: ‘In my imagination I constantly re-enacted heroic episodes, and I was always the hero. I died dramatically on a score of battlefields and rescued a hundred lovely maidens.’16

         Here Allan Quartermain watches his companion Sir Henry Curtis overcome the giant African chief Twala in single-handed combat:

         
            Again Twala struck out with a savage yell, and again the sharp knife rebounded, and Sir Henry went staggering back. Once more Twala came on, and as he came our great Englishman gathered himself together, and swinging the big axe round his head with both hands, hit at him with all his force. There was a shriek of excitement from a thousand throats, and, behold! Twala’s head seemed to spring from his shoulders: then it fell and came rolling and bounding along the ground …17

         

         And here is Captain Carter’s first encounter with the Princess of Mars:

         
            … she turned and her eyes met mine. Her face was oval and beautiful in the extreme … her eyes large and lustrous and her head surmounted by a mass of coal black, waving hair … Her skin was of a light reddish copper colour, against which the crimson glow of her cheeks and the ruby of her beautifully molded lips shone … She was as destitute of clothes as the green Martians who accompanied her; indeed, save for her highly wrought ornaments she was entirely naked …18

         

         This is not Henry James, but such tales fired Ed’s imagination and fed later into his natural gift for storytelling – and his own unpublished novel. They were also an escape from the misery of feeling physically inadequate in comparison with his peers.

         A slight respite was his promotion from Form 3D to 3B at the end of the first term on the basis of a report which classed him as ‘satisfactory’ in all subjects, with a fourth place in history as his best. 

         The next year in Form 4B passed without E.P. Hillary leaving any trace, though his term reports record that he was top of his class in mathematics.

         Ed’s third year at Grammar saw the beginning of a more physically assertive Hillary. He grew like the proverbial weed, 10cm in 1933 and a further 12cm in 1934. From being one of the smallest in the class he had become the tallest, with a rangy build toughened by the work he did for Percy in the weekends. The train too had become a second home, full of rough adventure with the other schoolboy commuters joining at stations along the way:

         
            The train became the most important part of my life … and I learned to excel. Leaping off while it was gaining speed, holding onto the handrails, running furiously alongside and then leaping tigerishly aboard at the last desperate moment … The horseplay and battles, the broken windows and smashed seats … I learned how to fight in the train, how to hurl my opponent into the corner of the seat and lie on him so he couldn’t use any superior skill at boxing or wrestling. I learned how to push all the glass out of the broken window so the guard wouldn’t see it. I learned how to collect ‘Schoolboys Only’ stickers and place them on a choice carriage on the 4.20 express and then travel home in uncrowded comfort …

            I started getting boxing lessons and rather favoured my skill with a long straight left. I persuaded one of the younger boys to spar with me and duly pranced around him and showed off my primitive skill. A couple of days later I was approached by the guard on the train – the boy’s parents had complained that their son was being bullied – he was coming home with his arms black and blue. A bully? Me? There was nothing I despised more … yet I realized the accusation was justified …19

         

         Ed added a couple of modest disclaimers. Of the horseplay in the carriages he said, ‘nothing vicious about it – merely violent, youthful energy a little misdirected’. And of his boxing: ‘I wasn’t really a good fighter as I lacked the necessary “killer instinct”.’20 This may have been true, in part, but he wasn’t shy about defending himself, and it is clear that the newly grown Ed Hillary was not a person to be messed with. He was strong, tall, had a long reach and didn’t like being pushed around. He went on to learn wrestling and ju-jitsu. Several years later, he was still boxing at a local Auckland gym in his spare time. He tells how Vic Calteaux, New Zealand welterweight champion, came to the gym and asked for sparring partners. Ed, taller and heavier, volunteered but forgot that sparring is about getting fit, not punching your partner in the head.

         
            We pranced around the ring for a while, largely shadow boxing, when I noticed his guard was rather slack so reached out and thumped him rather firmly on the nose. Calteaux’s temper was never particularly well controlled and he set about me in furious fashion and duly lowered me to the canvas with a terrific hook to the solar plexus. I was helped from the ring by my concerned instructor who muttered, ‘Why didn’t you stick to sparring?’21

         

         But Ed was still not making much headway academically, partly because of the wasted hours travelling to school. Gertrude, who was in regular contact with her schoolteacher sisters at Herbert Road, knew that the time had come for all three children to move closer to good schools in Auckland. In mid-1934, the Hillarys moved to a rented house at number 298 on Remuera Road, a long ridge whose sunny northern slopes, with views of Auckland Harbour and the Hauraki Gulf, accommodate some of the city’s best real estate. It was the road on which Ed would live for the rest of his life.

         Two years later in 1936, at a cost of £2025, Percy and Gertrude bought their final home at 730 Remuera Road, a kilometre beyond the terminus of the electric tram which linked them to Auckland Grammar, Auckland University and the city centre. The house at number 298 has long gone, but number 730 still stands, a handsome, two-storey house with tall tiled gables. Not long after this move, Percy and Gertrude bought a beach property with two desirable adjoining sections at Ōrewa, 40 kilometres north of Auckland. These were the accoutrements of success. Ed remembered the family being endlessly short of money at this time, but New Zealand, along with the rest of the world, had been sunk for most of the decade in a disastrous depression, and Percy was thriving, mainly on the bees. He could recognise an opportunity when he saw it; he was intelligent and worked hard – and he skilfully disguised the extent of his success from his equally hard-working sons who were contributing their unpaid labour to the bee business.

         In 1934 Ed sat the matriculation exam that would qualify him for entry into Auckland University. He passed in seven subjects: English, history, French, arithmetic, algebra and geometry, chemistry and drawing. ‘It was one of the great moments of my life when I read in the New Zealand Herald that I had passed matriculation,’ he told the school assembly on a visit in 2003.22 Staying on for the Sixth Form, he earned his only mention in the school magazine in five years. In the account of his rugby team’s successes, it was noted that ‘E P Hillary dominated the lineouts.’ A good lineout forward had to be tall, with a long reach, but also light enough to jump higher than the opposition. An added skill was using an elbow skilfully enough to wrong-hand the opposition yet unobtrusively enough not to be penalised for rough play. Ten years later, when playing rugby in the Air Force, Ed was still dominating lineouts.

         A seminal event in Ed’s life took place in the early spring of 1935, when he saw his first mountain and touched snow for the first time. Ski runs had been established on the northern slopes of Ruapehu, a 9180ft occasionally eruptive volcano in the central North Island, and each year a group of Auckland Grammar senior pupils spent 10 days on the mountain.

         The trip needed money, so Ed approached the thrifty Percy. The honey crop from the summer of 1935 had been a good one. Ed and Rex had worked hard with the hives in weekends and holidays for nothing, not even pocket money. Percy thought hard and finally agreed to pay. August was the time of year when bees needed almost no attention.

         The train from Auckland arrived at National Park station at midnight. The boys stepped out into a brilliant night with snow on the ground. ‘As our bus carried us steadily upwards … its headlights sparked into life a fairyland of glistening snow and stunted pines and frozen streams … I was in a strange and exciting new world … For ten glorious days we skied and played …’23 There was no suggestion that anyone should climb to the summit, where there was the risk of avalanche or falls on ice or rock, but the experience of a mountain world found a place in Ed’s imagination that would remain for the rest of his life. 

      

   


   
      
         

            – CHAPTER 4 –

            ‘The most uncertain and miserable years of my life’
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         With his schooldays at an end, Ed had to think about his future. Regrettably, Rider Haggard provided no answers. Prompted no doubt by Gertrude and perhaps also by his elder sister June, who was already passing units for her Bachelor of Science degree at Auckland University, he followed in her footsteps, studying the subjects he was best at: maths and science. For Ed it was like being back in his first year at Grammar. He was 16, with few social skills and no academic ambitions. Why was he at university? To become a teacher, perhaps? If he had thought of joining the profession, he never mentioned it.

         His one escape was the University Tramping Club, a haven for eccentrics and intelligent misfits1 who enjoyed the outdoors and burning up energy on the network of tracks in the forests that covered the Waitakere Ranges between Auckland and its west coast. On a Friday evening they took the train north, got off at Swanson station and climbed in the dark a steep track to the club hut called Onuku. There were gorges and waterfalls to be clambered down, their wet walls covered in ferns and moss. There were wild black-sand beaches pounded by a hazardous surf whose rips and holes could drown the unwary. It was a coast Ed grew to love.

         Racing around the Waitakeres, however, was getting him no closer to a vocation. At the end of 1936 he failed all his papers, and in 1937 he failed again. His heart wasn’t in it. Quite simply, he was lost.

         In 1938 he left university and took a job as a law clerk in the office of Wiseman Brothers, Barristers and Solicitors, Queen Street, Auckland. Aunt Clarice, sister of Percy and now living in California, wrote approvingly:

         
            Dear Edmund, I hear you are in an office going for the law. I am glad, always thought your dad had the makings of a lawyer. More than likely you have it too. The profession may be crowded but there is always room for an exceptional man in any profession. Do you like the work? That I think is particularly important …2

         

         But there is no further mention of the law, except for a letter of reference:

         
            This is to certify that E.P. Hillary was employed by us as a Law Clerk from 14th February to 26th August 1938, and that he proved to be a most willing and intelligent worker besides being absolutely trustworthy and reliable. Mr. Hillary resigned from his position in this Office to go into his Father’s business and we were very sorry to lose his services. J.S. Wiseman.3

         

         For someone who loved the outdoors and dreamed of adventure, such an outcome was unsurprising. There was not much adventure in the office of the Wiseman brothers – but nor was there anything on the horizon to take its place.

         One wonders how different life might have been for Ed had he started at Grammar one year older than average, rather than two years younger. He would have started in the Third Form in 1934 when the family moved to Auckland, so there would not have been three years dominated by those long train journeys. He would have been one of the biggest in his class rather than the smallest, and with his strength and combativeness no one would have risked taking him on physically. He would have looked down on his peers both literally and figuratively. He would have been in demand as a lineout forward in a succession of rugby teams, culminating in the 1st Fifteen in his last year, perhaps even in his fourth year, and that would have given him the status that excelling at rugby can bestow in a New Zealand boys’ school. He had the intellectual ability to pass exams and would always have been in a top form. With a final year in the Upper Sixth he might have developed the maturity to look around and find a vocation. He would have lost some of his shyness, found friends and got to know their sisters. Ed says that he saw himself as physically unattractive, but in reality he was tall and good-looking with a considerable presence. Given confidence and a sense of direction he would have obtained a degree, a job and a wife. He would have a role in the small city of Auckland. He would not have had the decade of uncertainty, inadequacy and searching that lay ahead as he left the law office.

         He would probably not have made the first ascent of Mt Everest. 

         The Hillary brothers as beekeepers

         In 1938 Rex too was at a loose end. He had failed his Certificate of Proficiency at Tuakau Primary in 1932 by one mark, though by 1933 his report notes that ‘Rex is now putting more effort into his work.’ In 1934 he was at Auckland Grammar in Form M3C: ‘Results generally very satisfactory. 1st in class, 1st in maths, 1st in French.’ But in 1935 and 1936 Rex was out of school, working for his father, and when he reappears in 1937 he is in Form 4U at King’s College and, at 16 and a half, a year older than the class average. His form master reports: ‘He should exert himself to do better.’

         By the spring of 1938, the Hillary brothers had abandoned the higher education their mother had hoped for and were hard at work beekeeping, an occupation which, apart from a two-year interlude in the Air Force, would provide Ed with his modest – very modest – income up to 1953. In his 1975 autobiography, he writes:

         
            It was a good life … of open air and sun and hard physical work … We had 1600 hives of bees spread around the pleasant dairy land south of Auckland, occupying small corners on fifty different farms. We were constantly on the move from site to site – especially when all 1600 hives decided to swarm at once. We never knew what our crop would be … but all through the exciting months of honey flow the dream of a bumper crop would drive us on through long hard hours of labour; manhandling thousands of ninety pound boxes of honey comb for extracting … and grimacing at our daily ration of beestings … In the summer we worked seven days from dawn until dark … We accepted cheerfully that this was the right thing to do …4

         

         This is about as much as he ever wrote about bees, despite their central role in the formative years from his teens through to the age of 33. He doesn’t mention his imagination being stirred by the extraordinary life of the bees, their specialised roles, their devotion and obedience to their matriarchal queen whose unceasing egg-laying sustained her hive.

         It was Gertrude who learnt about queens and how to breed and sell them. At the height of her success she was dispatching them not only around New Zealand but also to Australia, California, England, even Egypt. Her daughter June remembers packaging each queen in a tiny basket for the journey abroad, along with worker bees who would attend to her majesty and feed her royal jelly. For a while Gertrude was said to be earning more money than the honey gatherers. Though June helped, in the late 1930s she was busy with her university studies, achieving the success that had eluded her two younger brothers. Science and maths were her best subjects, and her BSc was taken with a major in botany. Later she became a psychologist.

         Percy was always on the lookout for better ways of managing his bees. He was largely self-taught, using his questioning mind to garner information from the New Zealand Beekeepers’ Association, its members and his own hard-won experience. In 1937 he began his own quarterly journal, the N.Z. Honeybee, a Journal Devoted to the Interests of Beekeepers, and he worked with the government to improve overseas marketing. He was lucky that he had two extremely hard-working sons who did the heavy lifting in his bee business without complaining too much about his frugality. From a distance one can only marvel at Percy’s strength of will that kept his two sons in such a submissive role. 

         Radiant Living

         Part of that strength came from the ethical convictions that had grown out of Percy’s war experiences and the economic failures of the 1930s. Political systems were in crisis and inquiring people were searching for something better. Into this spiritual vacuum, in September 1938, stepped a charismatic evangelist, Dr Herbert Sutcliffe, with his School of Radiant Living.

         Sutcliffe was born in 1886 in Lincolnshire, England, where he trained as a telegraph engineer and sang in the cathedral choir. After emigrating to Australia, he became interested in the psychology of Freud and Jung. He then moved to New York, where he gained a doctorate in divinity through the Divine Science Church which followed a path of alternative spirituality.

         From these sources, he developed a philosophy which he called Radiant Living, a holistic, quasi-religious faith centred on the need to keep in balance the threefold nature of human beings: body, mind and spirit. The body was kept radiant through a wholesome diet and exercise, and the mind and spirit through teachings and meditation. There were Buddhist overtones to the belief that humans are condemned to suffering owing to their fear, hate and feelings of inferiority. He was a charismatic speaker, dressed in a Masonic-style royal-blue gown, and was known to turn cartwheels on stage in his sixties. He was lively and entertaining and, according to Rex, attractive to some of his more susceptible female disciples.

         A strong thread of moral seriousness ran through the Hillary family, much of it not answered by traditional Christianity. With war in Europe looming, they were ripe for conversion, and all five of them joined the cause with enthusiasm. Percy was briefly a vice-president, Rex a teacher; June led communal singing and Gertrude was the first Auckland secretary. Ed became more closely involved than any of them. Sutcliffe wrote later:

         
            For five years, from 1938 to 1943, the Hillary family was closely associated with the Auckland School of Radiant Living. I am glad to have on record the many times they testified to the fact that Radiant Living came into their lives bringing harmony and understanding to each member of the family and the family as a whole just when it was most needed. 

            Father Percy Hillary was so appreciative that he requested me to take Edmund with me on lecture campaigns because he could not think of anything better for Edmund’s future.5

         

         Sutcliffe’s claim that Radiant Living brought harmony to the family could easily be true, particularly for Ed who in 1938 was a troubled 19-year-old. The processes of education that were meant to have helped him towards finding answers about the nature of the world and his place in it had failed him. He later described himself as ‘academically mediocre and emotionally unsure; Victorian in outlook; but physically strong and with a mind crammed full of dreams, ambitions, loyalties, spiritual searching … plus a basic set of principles pounded into me by my parents’.6 Radiant Living came to fill this void. He began to read about philosophies and religions. He became an Associated Teacher of Radiant Living. With developing confidence he began to speak in public. His writing skills grew. From feeling himself a failure he became a leader, of sorts. The School of Radiant Living was his high school and his university.

         In 1941 he sat the exams, passing all subjects (apart from PE) in exceptional fashion:
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         Percy observed Ed as a speaker at a meeting in 1940:

         
            We had a wonderful meeting at School last night, 105 present. Miss Sutherland was radiant with the baton and Edmund was excellent. Mr. Dunningham gave a splendid address, most comprehensive, with inspiring ideals, and aims for the future. Love offering £2-18-6.7

         

         Gertrude kept a notebook with scraps of poetry and quotations. She wrote of spirituality, God, right thought, the life force, worthy purpose and the desire to serve: 

         
            The radiance you express will be in accordance with the ideal you tenaciously hold.

            Prayer: To ask earnestly and reverently as in worship; to make known one’s desires to God. And what is prayer but the expansion of oneself into the living ether.

            Love is divine emotion. I surround my child with infinite love and wisdom.8

         

         But flashes of wit are slipped in as well:

         
            Her face is her fortune and it runs into a nice figure.

            Slips that passed in the type.

            She gave her husband a look that spoke volumes which would be read to him later.9 

         

         Conscientious objection and a glimpse of two mountaineers

         Meanwhile, on 1 September 1939, the German invasion of Poland had triggered the Second World War. When New Zealand’s call for volunteers for the armed forces was less successful than expected, the government, in June 1940, introduced conscription for males between the ages of 21 and 40. The Hillarys were conflicted. Ed had briefly volunteered for the Air Force but soon withdrew and declared himself a conscientious objector, as did Rex. Percy was an uncompromising pacifist and he was hard to ignore, as was the moral argument against killing. But the arguments in favour of joining the battle against evil were at least as strong, and most of the country’s young men accepted their conscription and went off to Greece, Crete, the Battle of Britain, North Africa, Italy and the rest of it. Conscientious objectors were likely to be subjected to the humiliation of being handed the white feather of cowardice, and once conscription had been enacted in June 1940 they could be held for the duration of the war in one of the country’s seven detention camps. Of the years between 1939 and 1943 Ed wrote, ‘I was very restless and unhappy and the first few years of the war were the most uncertain and miserable of my life.’10

         As an early escape from his inner turmoil, Ed, then aged 20, persuaded Percy to give him time off over the Christmas period of 1939–40. His destination was the high mountains in the Hermitage–Mt Cook area of New Zealand’s Southern Alps. He was accompanied by ‘an older friend’ who was a tramper rather than a climber, and they had no clear plan apart from making their first crossing of Cook Strait and getting close to big mountains. It was to be another intense and unforgettable experience on Ed’s mountain journey, and he described it in almost identical words in his autobiographies of 1955, 1975 and 1999:

         
            We arrived in the early afternoon. It was a perfect day and the great peaks seemed to tower over our heads. I looked on them with a growing feeling of excitement – the great walls, the hanging glaciers, and the avalanche-strewn slopes … Sitting in the lounge that evening I felt restless and excited. And then the hum of voices hushed, and I looked up to see two young men coming into the room. They were fit and tanned; they had an unmistakable air of competence about them. I could hear a whisper going round the room: ‘They’ve just climbed Mount Cook.’ And soon they were the centre of an admiring group with all the pretty girls fluttering around like moths in the flame … I heard one of them say ‘I was pretty tired when we got to the icecap but Harry was like a tiger and almost dragged me to the top.’

            I retreated to a corner of the lounge, filled with an immense sense of futility at the dull and mundane nature of my existence. Here were chaps who were really getting some excitement out of life. Tomorrow I must climb something. My companion agreed to give it a try and suggested we take a guide.

            Fate was kind to us and next morning was fine … we’d tackle Ollivier, a small peak on the Sealy range above the Hermitage … I climbed up the steep narrow track with a feeling of freedom and exhilaration … we swam in the cold clear water of the Sealy lakes while our guide lit a fire and boiled a billy. A thousand feet of snow stretched between us and the crest of the range … This was real mountaineering … We reached the crest of the ridge and looked over into a magnificent valley of great glaciers and fine peaks … In a few minutes I was climbing onto the summit of my first real mountain. I returned to the Hermitage after the happiest day I had ever spent.11

         

         Ollivier is a modest summit in a small range of low peaks, but it was a start. Perhaps more inspirational was the sight of those two tanned heroes who had just climbed Mt Cook. But 1940 was wartime, and it would be five years before Ed went to the Hermitage–Mt Cook area again.

         Ed attained the age of conscription in July 1940, but a year passed with no military call-up for him or for Rex, who was 15 months younger. In July 1941, with the bees in hibernation, both brothers were working for Radiant Living, Rex in Christchurch and Ed in Hastings where he was secretary to Dr Sutcliffe. In a letter to Gertrude, Ed shows that he remained committed to his position as a conscientious objector:

         
            Dear Mum,

            I was very pleased to hear that Rex has returned [from Christchurch]. He will be invaluable with the feeding of the bees … In regard to my coming home: - When I am called up I will put in two objections to service. One will be on the grounds of Conscientious Objection and the other will be that it is detrimental to the Public interest – because of the bees. Therefore if I do not succeed in the C.O. I hope to succeed in the Honey one. To do this I will have to be working the bees to show that I am necessary. So it looks like I will be home for good. Ask Dad what he thinks about it anyway. He may have some ideas on the matter. As regards the Doctor, I think he will be very sorry to lose me. In fact I’m sure he will be. He has given me some great help in regard to my attitude to the C.O. question …12

         

         Eventually Ed was called up and his objection was sustained on the grounds that his work as a bee farmer was in the national interest. Rex, as the second conscientious objector in the family, was not so lucky and on 19 May 1942 he was placed in the Strathmore Detention Centre. Disciples of Radiant Living – and various other beliefs – did not have the same immunity from conscription as Quakers or Christadelphians. Ed felt guilty that he was free while Rex was in prison. In 1944 he was writing to Gertrude, ‘I think it is most necessary to take every possible channel and means to get Rex out of camp. It’s a most abnormal life for him, especially at his particular age’13 – but there was not much they could do and Rex was not released until early 1946.

         Ed might not have been conscripted, but at home his speaking skills were put to public use, as shown in a letter revealing that in 1940–41 he had been conducting his own national radio programme for a full year:

         
            26 June 1941. Letter from J. N. Gordon, Production Supervisor for National Commercial Broadcasting Service, 1ZB.

            This is to certify that MR. EDMUND HILLARY for something over twelve months has been conducting the ‘Young Citizens’ Session’ at 1ZB every Sunday morning. The session has been handled entirely by Mr. Hillary, and incorporates various Youth Organisations in Auckland, and invites co-operation and comment from Youth in general. Mr. Hillary can be commended upon the work and initiative put into these sessions.14

         

         Equally surprising is this undated 1600-word address:

         
            Dominion Reconstruction Conference. Youth: Mr. Edmund Hillary.

            I consider it a great privilege to have been chosen as the opening youth speaker this afternoon … I noticed when I came this afternoon that some of you seemed very tense so I would suggest that we all have a try at just relaxing and taking a few deep breaths …

            During the last war people looked to the future and said: ‘There is a new and better dawn coming.’ But the dawn that followed the last war was one of sorrow and sadness, overcast and depressing. The dawn that must follow the darkness of this war depends on our efforts … 

            The attributes of youth for success are enthusiasm, energy, courage, ability and vision. Youth goes forward despite difficulties in the path, and has the courage of its convictions. Youth supplies the driving force …

            Now, the spiritual side of life: youth is rather wary of this and associates it with repression but that is a misconception … Everything we do is in accord with or working with spiritual forces … The spiritual, God, is with us here and now, with us everywhere …

            Also I think youth can serve its greatest purpose by using the power of prayer. The great scientist Einstein tells us that if 3% of the people in the world knew how to pray effectively, the present war could not have happened. Three out of every hundred people could have prevented this catastrophe! Let us all as young people determine to play our part by using the dynamic power of spiritualised thought to uplift the world. Material things are not everything – but the greatest blessings we can achieve are the blessings which are mental and spiritual …

            There is a great work for us to do. If we look forward we can see a world of happiness and harmony, a world in which the people live in brotherhood and understanding, in which there is no fierce competition, no selfishness, because individuals are free from these qualities. Let us not wait but go forward now; let us endeavour to enthuse others with these ideals. We must act now. As Mr. Winston Churchill says: ‘Let’s go to it.’15

         

         In 1942, Ed briefly became less conscientious, as he explained for the first and only time in View from the Summit (1999):

         
            When I was about 22 years old I had my first notable relationship with a member of the opposite sex, and indeed the only one until my marriage 12 years later. How I met her, or even her full name, I don’t now remember. She was a couple of years younger than me, slim, pretty with beautiful auburn hair. I could never understand why she bothered with me. We had a warm relationship and it was certainly a new experience for me. I was still working hard for my father and receiving very little pay in return, but whatever I did obtain I hoarded carefully – it wasn’t very much. Finally I bought her the cheapest of engagement rings which she seemed to prize greatly.

            Then my chance came! … My father and mother were invited to Australia … and would be away for a month. We had completed the extracting of honey from our apiaries but I knew of a small group of hives that still had honey in place. On the departure of my parents, I removed the boxes of honey, extracted it, and filled a number of four-gallon tins. I then put an advertisement in the paper and, as sugar was short in those days, I had a rush of replies. For the first time in my life I had £25 in my pocket, a vast sum of money to me. I spent it carefully, but did take my girlfriend on a weekend holiday to Lake Taupo – we stayed in separate rooms of course.

            I was naïve to think my actions would not be discovered by my father on his return from Australia. He made me give back all the money I had not spent and then paid me nothing for some months … My romance faded, largely due to lack of money I suspect …16

         

         By 1943, a hard-fought world war was turning in favour of the Allies. Radiant Living was all very well, but Ed had gnawing at him an awareness that his own generation were in the vanguard of the fight against fascism. And Rex was languishing in the Strathmore Detention Centre. What was fair about his contemporaries sacrificing their lives and his brother being in prison while he enjoyed the country pleasures of farming bees? When Ed was called up to serve in the Home Guard, he was disgusted to find himself part of an elderly group who would interrupt a war exercise between ‘enemies’ to have lunch together.17

         By the end of 1943 he could stand it no longer. He applied for the Air Force and in early 1944 was accepted for training at a camp on the eastern edge of the Kaikōura mountains in the north of the South Island.
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