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CHAPTER THREE

Coronation Everest: the Empire
and Commonwealth in the
‘second Elizabethan age’
Peter H. Hansen

On 2 June 1953, the coronation day of Queen Elizabeth II, The Times
reported that a British expedition had reached the summit of Mount Ever-
est, British newspapers hailed the ‘conquest’ of Everest as a ‘Cotonation
gift for the Queen’, the ‘crowning glory’, and ‘a brilliant jewel in the
Queen’s diadem’. The ascent of Everest opened the ‘new Elizabethan age’
by demonstrating that ‘the qualities displayed by Drake and Raleigh are
triumphantly present in the Britain of today’.! BBC radio announced the
ascent with great pride ‘because British mountaineers have finished the
job they began 32 years ago’. The announcer intoned that ‘another “far
horizon” has been achieved’ and ‘the conquest of Mount Everest by British
climbers is a victory worthy to resound through history, for long centuries
to come’.2 To the men and women waiting in rain and sleet and hail for the
coronation parade, news of the ascent of Everest gave ‘a lovely warm
feeling inside to think that we, the British, had got there first’.*

The coronation parade included the Queen's glittering carriage sur-
rounded by a phalanx of horse guards, as well as sultans, prime ministers,
heads of state, and military troops from throughout the Empire and Com-
monwealth. That evening, Prime Minister Winston Churchill introduced
the Queen’s coronation day speech on radio and television: ‘Let it not be
thought that the age of Chivalry belongs in the past. Here at the summit of
our worldwide community is a lady’, the Queen, The Queen's own
remarks drew strength ‘not only from the splendid traditions and annals of
more than a thousand years, but the living strength and majesty of the
Commonwealth and Empire’. These diverse societies, lands and ‘races’
possessed different histories but were by God’s will united in spirit and in
aim’. Thus, ‘my Coronation is not the symbol of a power and a splendour
that are gone but a declaration of our hopes for the future’, BBC television

concluded its most successful broadcast day ever with newsreels, the -

Queen waving from the balcony at the Palace, a Mount Everest talk, and
fireworks on the Thames.*
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To a casual observer, the simultaneous celebration of the coronation
and conquest of Everest might appear to be a coincidence. British climbers
had tried to climb Everest since the 1920s, and plans for this attempt had
begun before the Queen ascended to the throne in 1952, The British expe-
dition that placed Edmund Hillary, a New Zealand beekeeper, and Tenzing
Norgay, a Sherpa, on the summit of Everest on 29 May 1953 had been on

the mountain for several months and was dependent on the vicissitudes of -

the weather. After Hillary and Tenzing returned from the summit, James
Morris, Times correspondent with the team, rushed down the mountain
to send a coded message by runner and telegraph to the British Embassy at
Kathmandu, where it was decrypted and forwarded to London on 1 June.
The Times, the Foreign Office and Buckingham Palace then held the news
overnight, irrevocably linking the coronation and Everest in British
memories of both events.® Morris succinctly captured the mutually rein-
forcing relationship of the two events in the title of his book about the
ascent ~ Coronation Everest.

If the coincidence of conquest and coronation required some luck, hard
work and savvy public relations, the imperial rhetoric surrounding these
events in Britain stemmed from deeper historical roots and wider contem-
porary contexts. British mountaineers in the Alps and Himalayas had
described their climbing as a form of imperial conquest, exploration and
adventure since the mid-nineteenth century.” Historians have identified
two predominant visions of empire, the ‘peace’ empire of improvement
and development and the ‘heroic’ empire of military conquest and manly
character.! By the mid-twentieth century, British representations of moun-
taineering were compatible with both visions of empire, and the British
reaction to the ascent of Everest included images of imperial conquest
alongside those of international partnership, Indeed, the partnership of
Hillary and Tenzing on Everest was represented in Britain in terms that
oscillated between these two positions at the moment Britain was
attempting to redefine the ‘British Empire’ as a ‘Commonwealth of
Nations’,

This chapter examines the representations of the Empire and Com-
monwealth in the conquest of Everest in British culture in the 1950s. The
imperial connotations of the ascent of Everest were shaped in the inter-
war years, but altered by the Second World War and the independence of
India. Although British mountaineers were initially unprepared for these
changes, they benefited from new state support and recent scientific
research as well as the expansive definition of ‘Britishness’ and the Com-
monwealth. After the ascent, British reactions to Everest took into
account competing reactions in other parts of the world and shifted uncer-
tainly between nationalist and internationalist interpretations.’ The per-
sistence and adaptation of the imperial theme in the conquest of Everest
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calls into guestion the assertion that the Empire had a ‘minimal impact’
on British culture in this period. In Britain, the conquest of Everest was
widely seen as evidence that British prestige was undiminished, and that
British leadership would enable her former colonies to become the multi-
racial Commonwealth of Nations that the Queen hoped for on coronation
day.

Mount Everest had possessed imperial connotations since the mid-
nineteenth century, when the Survey of India identified the remote peak
as the highest mountain in the world and named it after Sir George Ever-
est, a former Surveyor-General of India. From the 1890s onwards, British
mountaineers proposed the ascent of Mount Everest, often with the en-
couragement of Lord Curzon, the Viceroy of India, who believed the ascent
would maintain British prestige on the boundaries of India. Nevertheless,
proposals to climb Everest before the First World War foundered on the
opposition of British diplomats who considered any plans to climb Everest
in conflict with the geo-political strategy to exclude all outside interfer-
ence from Nepal or Tibet, !0

The aftermath of the Great War altered the earlier priorities of the Great
Game, and continued British domination of India led to permission to
climb Everest, In the early 1920s, British diplomats aided the Tibetans in
a war against China by trading weapons with Tibet in exchange for per-
mission to climb Everest. Nepal remained closed to foreigners, After a
reconnaissance of Everest from Tibet in 1921, the British tried to climb
the peak in 1922 and 1924, when George Mallory and Andrew Irvine dis-
appeared high on the mountain, The deaths of Mallory and Irvine gave the
British the sense that Fverest was their mountain. In 1930, Frank Smythe
told the British envoy in Kathmandu: ‘What British mountaineers feel is
that Everest has got to be climbed by a British party. British lives have been
sacrificed there.” If British diplomats could squash German proposals to
climb Everest, ‘it would be regarded very favourably throughout the British
Empire’.!!

British mountaineers between the wars need not have worried about
access. As long as the British ruled India, there was no chance that climb-
ers from anywhere else would be granted permission. After Sir Percy Cox
pleaded that Everest was ‘a national ambitiory, the India Office stated pub-
licly that the issue was up to the Tibetans, but decided privately that Brit-
ish climbers would be given preference: ‘We should do nothing to facilitate
the transmission of a foreign application until the time is propitious for
making a British application’.'? As a result, national expeditions tackled
separate peaks, with the British on Everest, the Germans on Nanga
Parbat, the Americans on K2, and so on. As the British repeatedly failed to
climb Everest in the 1930s and several large German expeditions to Nanga
Parbat ended in tragedy, some climbers entertained doubts about the large,
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military-style expeditions and experimented with smaller-scale efforts.1?
The outbreak of the Second World War postponed any further climbing
plans, but British mountaineers expected that the earlier pattern would
resume after the peace.

The end of empire and beginning of the Cold War in the eatly post-war
period dramatically altered control over access to Everest. After Indian in-
dependence in 1947, Nepal began to open its borders to mountaineering
parties. The Chinese invasion of Tibet in 1950 also closed the old route to
Everest from the north. Independent India had replaced Britain as the
dominant regional power, and thus when climbers wanted to ask Nepal for
permission to climb Everest from the south, it was New Delhi (rather than
London) that they sounded out before asking Kathmandu.' After the Brit-
ish received permission for an Everest expedition through Nepal in 1951,
they continued to assume that they had the field to themselves: their
plans for 1951 extended no further than a leisurely reconnaissance’ led by
Eric Shipton, a former tea planter in Kenya. The British presumed that
they could mount a more serious attempt on the summit in later years, as
they had done between the wars.

But the older imperial deference was gone. The Nepalese did not distin-
guish between a ‘reconnaissance’ and a real’ attempt to climb the moun-
tain, and in 1952 they granted access to Everest to the Swiss delegation in
Delhi, After the British hastily made their own request for 1952, the
Nepali Government asked if the two proposals could be combined for a
joint Anglo-Swiss attempt. The Everest organisers in London still wanted
an ‘all-British’ expedition, however, and were only prepared to consider a
joint-expedition if Eric Shipton were the leader. The Swiss proposed joint-
leadership of a joint-expedition but refused to accept sole British com-
mand. Although Shipton himself was amenable to joint-leadership, the
British organising committee refused. The British Foreign Office, which
had actively encouraged a joint-expedition, was very disappointed at their
recalcitrance, which exhibited the assumptions of the earlier era of
imperial dominance.’s

In 1952, the Swiss twice tried to climb Everest, while the British settled
for a training expedition led by Shipton to Cho Oyu, a peak in the same
region, The Swiss team identified the best route to the summit of Everest
and two climbers, Tenzing and Raymond Lambert, a Swiss guide, reached
the highest elevation ever. In contrast, the British Cho Oyu team was
unfocused and ineffectual, as Shipton preferred to explore new territory
rather than organise a unified attempt to reach the summit. After receiv-
ing permission for an Everest expedition in 1953, the British organising
committee chose to replace Shipton as leader with Col. John Hunt, a mili-
tary officer, because of its ‘responsibility to the nation and Common-
wealth’ in a matter of ‘national importance’.' Hunt had limited climbing
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experience in the Himalayas but a reputation as a ‘thruster’ and good
organiser,

Hunt's arrival is sometimes interpreted as the reassertion of an earlier
imperial model. Shipton disliked the atmosphere of international compe-
tition, while Hunt was a serving military officer who recognised the
urgency of the situation. Hunt put his background as a member of Field
Marshall Montgomery’s wartime planning staff to good use, and devel-
oped a systematic plan for co-ordinating the logistics of the summit
‘assault’. Most Everest expeditions between the wars had been led by mili-
tary officers, and one of the organisers told Col. Hunt that in choosing
him they were looking for ‘another General Bruce’, the officer who spear-
headed Everest plans from the 1890s to the 1920s.17 Yet by the 1950s, the
implications of a military leader could now be uncomfortable. The Royal
Geographical Society (RGS) strongly advised British diplomats in Nepal
and India to downplay Hunt’s status as a serving military officer as the
expedition approached, '8

Indeed, there is evidence that the 1953 Everest expedition was ‘a com-
pany of sahibs attended by their multitudinous servants’, and, as Ian
Morris aptly puts it, ‘recognizably a formation of Empire’.!° But the sah_1bs
had to adjust to changes among the servants. The effect of the Swis§ giving
the Sherpas higher pay and more respect than previous British parties was,
one British climber in India warned, ‘rather similar to the effect of the
Americans on the servant problem here during the war’.2? As the expedi-
tion began, the British did not appreciate the Sherpas’ greater expecta-
tions. In Kathmandu, the British climbers were lodged in rooms at the
British Embassy, while the Sherpas were allocated a ‘garage, formerly a
stable’ without any toilets. The next moming, some of the Sherpas
‘showed their displeasure by using the road in front of the garage as a
latrine’ *! The rift was soon bridged by Tenzing, the leader of the Sherpas,
and Major Charles Wylie, a Gurkha officer who spoke Himalayan lgn-
guages. After the Sherpas were promised that they could keep their equip-
ment, the rest of the expedition experienced remarkably little dissensio
between the Sherpas and the British.22 '

Hunt’s military efficiency and meticulous planning were undoubtec?ly
crucial, and the imperial style of the expedition was also clearly recognis-
able. However, these features have obscured the extent to which the Brit-
ish success on Everest was aided by recent developments of the catly

1950s. The contribution of the British state to the ascent, for example, has
been vastly underestimated. The public purse paid the salaries of most
British team-members, including two army officers, two doctors, two sci-
entists and a statistician, Of the other British climbers, a schoolmaster
and travel agent were privately employed. Only a student and two New
Zealanders scraped by without institutional support. Col. Hunt convinced
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the War Office to provide rations at cost, free transport to the Himalayas,
as well as ‘loans’ of clothing, equipment and supplies that 1a}ter became
gifts.? Previous Everest expeditions had received only very limited support
of a similar nature from the Government of British India, funded by In-
dian taxpayers. In contrast, the 1953 Everest expedition received so muF:h
official assistance that it should be considered a change from the ea:_:hpr
pattern of benign British neglect, and perhaps a transferral of responsibil-
ity from the imperial to the home government. 5 ' '

The Second World War had also provided a significant impetus for Bn't-
ish research into high-altitude physiology and oxygen equipment for air-
craft pilots. The adaptation of wartime research in these areas for use on
Everest are ‘small’ examples of the influence of ‘big science’ in the egrly
years of the Cold War.* The Medical Research Council’'s Human Phys1_01~
ogy Division, founded after the outbreak of the Korean Wa¥, sent Griffith
Pugh to do physiological research on the Cho Oyu expedition in 1952.
Pugh joined the Everest team in 1953 and recommended F:hanges in diet,
hygiene, and the use of oxygen that contributed substantially to the suc-
cessful ascent.?s T'he Royal Aircraft Establishment tested most of_ the Ever-
est equipment at Farnborough, and one of their rocket scientists, ’IbI'n
Bourdillon, used an oxygen set on Everest that he had developed in h}s
job.* The Conquest of Everest film paid tribute to these rese?rch efforts in
scenes showing the testing of tents, boots, and oxygen equipment, and a
climber losing consciousness in a pressure-chamber to simulate the effects
of high altitude, ‘

" As the film soundtrack reaches a crescendo, the Everest preparations
culminate in the packing of small British flags with the assault rations.
Along with the nationalism of the Union Jack, Col. Hun’g wrappefl hln}self
in the flag of the United Nations (UN], symbol of a new 1nt.ernat10nah‘sm.
Hunt brought the UN flag to recognise the efforts of the Swiss the previous
year.” When Tenzing reached the summit of Everest, he waved from.h1s
ice-axe four flags representing Nepal, India, Britain and tl:le Unltt_ed
Nations. Indeed, these flags reflected the cosmopolitanism of this 'all—Bn't-
ish’ team. While the team included men from the British military, public
schools and universities, Hunt expanded his talent search to ipclude a
Blackpool travel agent, two New Zealanders, and Sherpa Tenzing. The
New Zealanders had been on Shipton’s training expedition to Cho Oyu,
and Tenzing was making his seventh Bverest expedition. If Hunt had
wanted to make the expedition narrowly ‘all-British’, he could have done
50.28 That Hunt chose Hillary and Tenzing for the summit party rqﬂects
not only a recognition of their abilities but also an inclusive definition of
Britishness’ consistent with the expansive definition of the Common-
wealth articulated at the time of the coronation.

To summarise, the British expedition reached the summit of Everest as
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a result of three new factors in the carly 1950s; military planning, scien-
tific research sponsored by the British state, and an internationalism
based on an expansive definition of ‘Britishness’. The military planning
and scientific research complemented one another. The application of
Hunt's military planning and Pugh's research on physiology and oxygen to
the problem of climbing Everest were both peace dividends - deferred com-
pensation for investments by the British state in fighting the Second
World War and the Korean War., The British expedition provided Hillary
and Tenzing with the supplies of oxygen, food and fluid at their highest
camp in 1953 that the Swiss expedition had notably failed to provide for
Lambert and Tenzing in 1952. The climbers’ abilities each year were com-
parable {even identical in Tenzing’s case); yet the logistics and lessons
learned about high-altitude physiology resulted in significant improve-
ments in 1953. Equally important, the inclusive definition of ‘Britishness’
contributed to their success. The co-operation of the Sherpa porters was
not a foregone conclusion. The Swiss had treated the Sherpas much better
than previous British teams, and cven the 1953 expedition got off to a
rocky start in Kathmandu. If the expedition’s modus operandi on the
mountain outwardly resembled the pattern of sahibs with their servants,
their successful co-operation also reflected the adjustment of carlier impe-
rial assumptions to new post-war and post-colonial conditions.

To commemorate the event, Leslie Haworth wrote a ballad on the “The
Ascent of Mount Everest’. The British folk singer began by entreating ‘all
you loyal subjects of Queen Elizabeth’ to listen to the daring deed of ‘thy
heroes of her Commonwealth and of one friendly state’. The lilting

thythms of the song ended with the bestowing of British honours on the
climbers:

It was upon the morning that our Queen was to be crowned,

When through her wide dominions these tidings did resound.

She called to her Sir Winston says this day is well begun,

What honour should we give these men because of what they have done?
Let Hillary and Hunt be Knights and Tenzing be G.M.

That is the very least that we can do for such as them.

For they've climbed 29,000 feet and then a couple more,

And set their foot where mortal man has never stood before.?

Indeed, once they reached London, Tenzing and Hillary received several
honours and were often depicted as members of the Commonwealth.
Upon their arrival at the airport, Col. Hunt waved the Union Jack from
his ice-axe and the team was greeted by the Secretary of State for War, 'The
whole Commonwealth’, said Brigadier Anthony Head, ‘is moved, and is
proud of your great achievement.”® In an airport interview, Hunt said he
was delighted that Hillary and Tenzing ‘representing, in a sense, members
of the Commonwealth, had been successful in getting to the top. It was
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only right and proper’® But interviews broadcast from the airport also
carried the sounds of Hillary’s antipodean accent and Tenzing speaking in
a foreign language which suggested the ambivalence of their position in
Britain.3

The ambiguous definition of the ‘Commonwealth’ rendered the ques-
tion of honours for the Everest climbers more complicated than had
seemed possible on coronation morning. The British Government con-
ferred knighthoods on Hunt and Hillary within days of the coronation,
and announced its intention to honour Tenzing; ‘Since he is not a British
subject, this requires consultation, and no immediate announcement can
be made’.3 Tenzing had no conception of national identity, and said he
had been ‘born in the womb of Nepal, and raised in the lap of India’.?¢ Both
Nepal and India claimed Tenzing as their citizen and showered him with
awards.3 Rumours that Tenzing would receive the George Medal, the
highest civilian award for gallantry, prompted allegations of discrimina-
tion. When asked during Prime Minister’s Question Time about the dis-
appointment that Tenzing had not been given the same award as Hillary,
Sir Winston Churchill replied: “That does not entirely rest with Her
Majesty’s Government' %

The different awards for Tenzing and Hillary reflected the convergence
of multiple imperial pasts into a complex Commonwealth present.
Tenzing was not given a British knighthood because the Prime Minister of
India, Jawaharlal Nehru, refused to allow him to accept one of the hon-
ours that had been central to representing British authority in India under
the Raj.#” Nehru's rejection of a knighthood reasserted Indian independ-
ence and incorporated Tenzing into the traditions of Indian nationalism
that had rejected British honours as symbols of British domination.®
Hillary’s position was paradoxically similar. Hillary was awarded a
knighthood because the Prime Minister of New Zealand, Sidney Holland,
had accepted it for him. Hillary learned about his knighthood while hiking
back to Kathmandu. ‘It should have been a great moment, but instead I
was aghast, ... I had never really approved of titles and couldn’t imagine
myself possessing one.’ Since the KBE had already been accepted, Hillary
felt he had no choice and was ‘miserable rather than pleased’.® Tenzing's
knighthood was rejected to defy incorporation into an expansive definition
of Britishness’; Hillary’s knighthood was accepted to promote it. The
claims on both Tenzing and Hillary exemplify the ambivalent positions of
‘colonials’ in Britain.*® British representations of both climbers as mem-
bers of the ‘Commonwealth’ responded to this ambivalence by attempting
to incorporate them into ‘greater Britain’,

Hunt seemed to occupy a less ambiguous position than either Tenzing
or Hillary. However, John Hunt's triumphal return to his home on the
Welsl/English border also complicated these images of a unitary Britain.
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Flunt waved the British flag from his ice-axe as local farmers towed him in
a cart up a steep hill to his house, and it soon became known that he had
flown the Welsh flag at his camps on Everest.*! After the Welsh nationalist
party announced that Hunt had sent them a message, the War Office re-
minded Hunt of his pledge to remain non-partisan in the military. Hunt
replied that he had merely expressed ‘my sympathy with the preservation
of the culture and traditions of Wales’.*>To the British Government, how-
ever, such gestures of Welsh solidarity undermined the image of a unitary
British nation.

The British monarchy had rejuvenated itself between the wars through
the proliferation of the honours system throughout the British Empire,
and the awards for the Everest climbers reflected that ‘tradition’ as well as
the recent compromise making the monarch the symbol of the New
Commonwealth’.®® After a garden party at Buckingham Palace, the Queen
knighted Hunt and Hillary, presented Tenzing with the George Medal, and
gave other climbers special Coronation medals, In the evening, Prince
Philip presided at a small state dinner that his office limited to ‘men only”.
Wives and other guests later joined the men for a state reception at Lan-
caster House. Access was tightly controlled since the press ‘might photo-
graph Ministers or other eminent persons in the act of drinking and these
photographs might be used against them in later years’.* Stag parties and
alcoholic indiscretions were but one dimension of the relationship be-
tween monarchy and masculinity that linked the conquest and corona-
tion. As one woman wrote to the climbers on coronation day: ‘It is fitting
that your team should symbolise for us the vigour, vitality, and high en-
deavour of manhood, as the Queen symbolises the sweetness, grace and
dutiful service of a woman’.*®

The British press was deferential in its coverage of the state reception
but had directly confronted the more controversial issues to emerge since
the coronation. While the expedition had been in Nepal and India, ques-
tions concerning Tenzing's nationality and whether Hillary or Tenzing had
reached the summit first were both hotly debated.* As a result of these
debates after the ascent, British rhetoric about Everest shifted uncertainly
between a triumph of ‘Britain’ or the ‘Commonwealth’ or the ‘human
spirit’ more generally. The British reaction to Everest was thus a complex
amalgam of images of military leadership and planning, science and tech-
nology, nationalism and internationalism, and partnership within the
‘Commonwealth’. .

The climbers themselves became the main emissaries of these images
when they appeared on television and radio, and in public lectures. On
BBC television, Hunt described the ascent with a scale model of Everest,
and the interviewer asked Bourdillon about the oxygen, Wylie about the
porters, Hillary about the summit, and Tenzing about himself.¥ Tenzing
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also demonstrated the oxygen mask and cylinders while Hunt described
how they worked. After the ascent, scenes of Sherpas demonstrating the
oxygen were repeated frequently, and represented visually an older ideol-
ogy of European technological dominance that had formerly underpinned
imperialism, but now bolstered images of British tutelage of the Common-
wealth in the 1950s.48 Afterwards, the BBC considered this programme
‘suitable for emergency transmission during a period of national mourn-
ing’.* On BBC radio, the climbers themselves told the story of the ascent
in a dramatic and well-paced narrative. The announcer depicted Everest
not as a national mountaineering problem, but ‘in the realm of human
endeavour, ... a challenge to man’.% This programume received higher rat-
ings for ‘audience appreciation’ than any other radio broadcast in 1953
apart from the coronation and an England cricket victory over Australia in
a test match.5!

The expedition organisers also struggled with the implications of a
‘British conquest’ in The Conquest of Everest film. A draft press release
announced that a feature film was being made ‘on the conquest of Everest,
to show the world the full sequence of this great British achievement’. The
RGS wondered: ‘should we say “British” achievement when in our
communiqué etc. we have mentioned Swiss efforts and in view of Tenzing
disputes, etc’. After internal discussions, the RGS and The Times decided
to ‘leave “British” in’.52 As the film went into production, Col. Hunt also
asked if the word ‘conguest’ could be omitted from the film’s title,
Although the film retained the assertive ‘conquest’, Hunt gave his book
the more neutral title, The Ascent of Everest %

The Conquest of Everest film opened to a Royal Premiére and rave
reviews in October 1953. Throughout the British Isles at smaller cinemas
with local dignitaries, Army and Navy Cadets or Boy Scouts and Girl
Guides in uniform, book displays and commercial tie-ins, the Everest film
continued to juxtapose images of the coronation and Everest. In the film,
the photograph of Tenzing on the summit is followed by the headlines
announcing the conquest of Everest as the ‘crowning glory’ to throngs of
flag-waving well-wishers, who line the route of the coronation procession.
Images of the Queen's carriage in London are followed by scenes of
‘Tenzing and other climbers riding in state in Kathmandu. By the end of
the film, after the climbers’ ascent and safe return, the overall theme is
teamwork and partnership: ‘Sherpas and British alike. All had their share
in this.”* '

- The British promotional material for The Conguest of Everest film also
attempted to accommodate the dual message of a ‘conquest’ that was both
British and international. A sample letter from a cinema manager to local
schools touted the conquest as a ‘great British achievement’, and sug-
gested that since ‘this film should be seen by every British child we are
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offering a special concession in prices’. At the same time, the press book
recommended that each theatre festoon its front ‘with the flags of the
United Nations, together with ample bunting’.s

Overseas, the British Government sponsored the film and lecture tours
by the climbers to promote British prestige. After the British ambassador
to Ethiopia asked to show the film in Addis Ababa, mot from a revenue
producing or theatrical point of view, but purely as magnificent British
propaganda’, the film was circulated in the diplomatic pouch. Indeed, the
climbers themselves travelled on extensive lecture tours throughout Brit-
ain, Europe, America and the Commonwealth. After Hunt was promoted
to Brigadier, he lectured in Paris and at the NATO headquarters where he
had formerly served, as well as in Berlin and Moscow in Cold War show-
cases. The RGS considered the extensive Everest lecture series in Europe,
‘from a prestige point of view, highly successful’.5” James Morris reported
that the American lecture tour had created much goodwill and ‘did a great
deal of good for Anglo-American relations and for mountaineering’.5

The Queen herself became an emissary for the combined image of con-
quest, coronation and Commonwealth. Shortly after the Conquest of
Everest premitre, the Queen embarked on a post-coronation journey
around the world that landed her in Auckland, New Zealand, at Christ-
mas. To introduce her 1953 Christmas Day speech, British, Australian
and New Zealand radio broadcasters produced The Queen’s Journey, a
programme conveying Christmas greetings and pledges of loyalty, After a
Maori Haka dance and greetings from Sydney, the programme jumps ‘to
Britain, to the homeland, cradle of pioneers, discoverers and creators of
the Commonwealth’. Tributes then pour in from Bermuda, Jamaica,
Canada, Fiji, Tonga, New Guinea, Hong Kong, Sarawak, Singapore, Paki-
stan, India, Ceylon, South Africa, Central African Federation, Rhodesia,
Nigeria, Uganda, Kenya, and research stations in Antarctica and North
Greenland. The narrator finally announces:

We have girdled the world, and flashed from pole to pole. {Music) We the
people of the Commonwealth are gathered now. Waiting for the Queen to
speak to us from New Zealand, from the green and white city of Auckland,
{Music up) This great family circle, the Comrmonwealth, looks back on a
year to remember with pride. The year of Coronation, the year when peace
came to Korea, the year when Everest was conquered. {Music builds to climax]

The Queen's journey is revealing and renewing the strength of the Com-
monwealth, the reality of shared responsibility and shared freedom under 4
young Queen. This is 4 great pyramid of unity, a mountain massive as Ever-
est, a peak still clouded by the future challenges to all men of goodwill and
courage. {Music builds to conclusion)®

Edmund Hillary, then at his sister’s house in Norfolk, not far from San-
dringham, a royal residence, sends the final greeting to the Queen, then in
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Auckland, his hometown, before the British national anthem introduces
her Christmas Day address.

The Queen’s speech expressed her hopes for the Commonwealth and
the ‘Elizabethan age’. Though she did not feel like her Tudor forebear, she
identified ‘one very significant resemblance between her age and mine’.
Her kingdom was ‘great in spirit and well endowed with men who were
ready to encompass the earth’. While her ancestors had founded an em-
pire, in the Commonwealth ‘the United Kingdom was an equal partner
with many other proud and independent nations. And she is leading other
still backward territories forward for the same goal. All these nations have
helped to create our Commeonwealth.’ Unlike previous empires, the Com-
monwealth was built on ‘the highest qualities of the spirit of man; friend-
ship, loyalty, and the desire for freedom and peace. To that new conception
of an equal partnership of nations and races I shall give myself heart and
soul, every day of my life.’s® The Queen did not directly mention the part-
nership of Hillary and Tenzing on Everest, but she didn't have to: The
Queen’s Journey had already hailed the Commonwealth as ‘a great pyra-
mid of unity, a mountain massive as Everest’.

By the late 1950s, the conguest of Everest continued to provide cause
for optimism in the future of the Empire and Commonwealth. But more
pessimistic signs were apparent. Following the example of the Everest
team, a British expedition to cross Antarctica with motor-sledges during
1955-58 was organised by Vivian Puchs as a ‘Commonwealth’ endeavour
with a group of New Zealanders led by Sir Edmund Hillary. Hillary was
asked to play the role of loyal subordinate by creating supply depots for the
British party led by Puchs across the continent. Left to his own devices,
Hillary squirrelled away enough supplies to make his own dash to the
South Pole, creating a widely publicised ‘race’ with Puchs that Hillary won
handily. The British press was furious, but the New Zealand Cabinet
firmly backed Hillary’s right to go on his own. Hillary later said he had
gone to Everest as an honorary Britisher, but went to the South Pole as a
New Zealander.' The transition from one to the other had been rapid.
The ‘British Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition’ had departed as
a happy family in 1956 but returned dysfunctional in 1958.

Events elsewhere during these years also suggested that the interna-
tionalism of ‘Coronation Everest’ might have been the product of a fleeting
moment. The Queen’s thetoric of a multi-racial partnership at her corona-
tion had appeared prophetic when news of the triumph of Hillary and
Tenzing arrived with such impeccable timing. After the Suez crisis in 1956
and the ‘wind of change’ in colonial Africa, however, Britain’s influence
had diminished and signs of successful partnership were few, Looking
back from the late 1960s, one historian of the Commonwealth wrote that
the early 1950s had been the ‘brief and, retrospectively, golden years of
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hope in a multi-racial Commonwealth’ 6

Although the moment that produced this particular conjuncture of
coronation and conquest and Commonwealth may have been fleeting, the
power of the images produced by these events was not, and they left an
enduring impression on post-war British culture. Images of ‘Coronation
Everest’ persisted, long after the ‘sccond Elizabethan age’ had faded,
because Everest helped to renegotiate and redefine the British Empire as
something new - the Commonwealth of Nations. ‘Coronation Everest’
combined older images of imperial conquest with the new partnership of
the Commonwealth. The rhetoric of the Commonwealth during these
years has been called ‘anaesthetising’ in that it obscured fundamental
changes in the international structures of power that had permanently
reduced the scope of British influence.®® Even after signs of imperial
‘decline’ became visible, the conquest of Everest remained a tangible re-
minder that the ‘Commonwealth idea’ could inspire hopes for the future,
and the ‘Elizabethan age’ might represent something more than glorious
memoties of a distant past. As Sir George Middleton, British envoy to
India at the time of the ascent, recalled: ‘empires die and go away but it
doesn’t happen overnight. There is a lot of confetti lying around still, and
the confetti of empire was still very visible in 1953./4To understand why
the effects of the Commonwealth thetoric were so powerful — ‘why so
many people in Britain believed in empire and Commonwealth for so long
despite abundant evidence of British weakness - is not a question that
finds an answer in the posturing of politicians at diplomatic summits.
Rather, the popular appeal of the Commonwealth in the years after the
coronation is to be found in the enduring but ambivalent images of Hillary
and Tenzing standing together on the summit of Everest.
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