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PUBLISHER’S NOTE


Much of this book was put together by the late Laeeq Futehally using material sourced during her conversations with people who were close to Jack Gibson. While every effort has been made to attribute these quotes to their source, this has not been possible in all cases due to the author's demise before the publication of the book.




_______


Foreword


Jack Gibson came into our lives when we joined the then Inter-Services Wing (ISW) of the Armed Forces Academy (AFA) at Clement Town, Dehradun, in January 1949. This was later to be renamed the Joint Services Wing (JSW), and was the forerunner to the National Defence Academy. Jack was a housemaster at the famous Doon School, also in Dehradun, and was on loan to us as the first principal of the ISW-AFA.


Jack was an unforgettable and charismatic figure who served as a volunteer reserve officer in the Royal Indian Navy during the Second World War, and was always recognizable from a distance with his pipe habit, which he must have acquired as a sailor. He taught us English and geography, and we always looked forward to his classes which were entertaining and as educative as could be expected. Insights into the conditions under which we had to study, and in which Jack had to teach us, are vividly recalled in a journal that he maintained. In an extract dated 24 May 1949, Jack wrote:


‘We are winding up our first term here. I’m a bit worried at the low academic standards of the cadets, but they are all so keen that I hope we shall be able to get them on and not have to turf any of them out. We have a long way to go before we can offer anything like as good an education here as the boys at the Doon School, though it costs the government more than three times as much to train a cadet here as it costs the parents of a Doon School boy. We have an inauguration parade on 4 June, which involves endless preparations… My face is improving and my fear that I shall spend the rest of my life looking like the village idiot recedes [referring to an attack of Bell’s palsy].’


A strict disciplinarian with a warm heart and an abundant sense of humour, Jack did not spare the cane if it was required to discipline young cadets at the academy. It might be good to put on record that we cadets of the first course – despite the grandiose name of Armed Forces Academy – were actually accommodated in a set of barracks in Clement Town that had recently been vacated by the departing Italian prisoners of war. Let alone grand classrooms and lecture halls, we lived in rooms that looked like stables – and also had to do our ablutions in toilets outside, which still had dry sanitation and night soil loaders to whom we had to call out to ‘do the needful’.


It might be worth recounting one more entry from Jack’s journal, this one dated 27 February 1950, the year we passed out:


‘At the moment I am in a furious temper. Several months ago I pointed out to the authorities that all our big days here were of a military nature – usually ceremonial parades – and that if this was all we showed the general public, they would associate our activities solely with this side of our life here, and the cadets would come to think it the most important side. In order to help the cadets to realize that one of the most important things for them to do here is to take advantage of the general education we give them, and also to let the public know what we are up to (it has been pointed out by several people that they do not know enough), I suggested that one day a year we should invite those interested to spend a day here, look round the lecture halls and see all our different methods – visual aids, group discussions, labs, workshops, club activities, etc. – in the morning, attend some sort of a function with an address by an eminent educationist in the afternoon, and witness a play by the cadets in the evening. The idea was approved by the director of military training and we went ahead with rehearsals and preparations and got the minister of education to give the address. This morning a bombshell arrives from Delhi: the Ministry of Defence consider[s] that the general public has ample opportunity to visit us on the occasions of passing out parades and do[es] not approve of our plans. I have written to Delhi to say that I am not prepared to have my plans interfered with by people who do not know what they are talking about.’


This passage eloquently illustrates the extraordinarily broad vision of the man, someone who lived by his conscience, had courage in his convictions, and refused to be cowed down by authority.


Almost 40 years after we passed out of the academy, three of us from the first course – Roddy (General Sunit Francis Rodrigues), Ramu (Admiral Laxminarayan Ramdas), and Nimmi (Air Chief Marshal Nirmal Suri) – found ourselves as colleagues and heads of our respective services in Delhi. This was quite special, and in many ways a tribute to the man who first moulded us from totally rough clay into officers and (hopefully!) gentlemen, and prepared us for the rough and tumble of service life.


In the intervening period, Jack had moved back to the Doon School. From there his services were commandeered by the management of Mayo College, Ajmer, as principal. On retirement from Mayo College, he opted to settle down just outside the college he had served and loved so dearly. One of the highlights of our tenure as service chiefs was a visit by all three of us together with our wives to Ajmer in 1992 to spend time with our old teacher. It was a memorable visit indeed, and he was visibly touched by this gesture – as indeed were we. His legendary hospitality was warm and moving, and time stood still as we reminisced and exchanged stories of old times. Alas, that was the last time we were to meet him together.


The late Laeeq Futehally was very keen to write a book on Jack while he was still alive – and she had approached many of us, including me [Ramu/Ramdas] to contribute a short piece. Alas, for many reasons, this book is seeing the light of day after Laeeq herself passed away in her Kihim home in 2014, where we, the Ramdases, had had the great privilege of spending many wonderful hours in stimulating discussions, sipping chai or naariyal pani or taking a walk along the beach while Zafar bhai rode his beloved horse.


In tribute to Jack, Laeeq and Zafar – they don’t make them like you any more!


Roddy


(General S.F. Rodrigues)


Nimmi


(Air Chief Marshal N. Suri)


Ramu


(Admiral L. Ramdas)




_______


Introduction


‘Scatter seed upon the ground/Shout good tidings to the wind: Cast your bread upon the stream/If only once an echo sound, Faith is not an idle dream/Of the thousand seed you sow, If only one should sprout and grow.’


~ a verse by Jack Gibson, quoted by Adi Sethna


‘Whenever I think of school, I think of you. Your confidence in me brought me to the top in school. Whenever I fail to achieve success, I think, “What will Mr Gibson say”.’


~ Abhimanyu, 3.2.70, As We Saw It


‘A COMPLETELY natural schoolmaster in full blast,’ H.H. Hardy, a former headmaster, wrote of Jack Gibson in 1952 when he was a master at the Doon School. And indeed, he was a born teacher and approached the task – as all others – with tremendous gusto. The secret of his success with generations of boys was his enthusiasm, his zeal, his conviction and a passion that was infectious. It was so with all the things he taught, whether it was geography or English in the classroom; fencing, boxing or cross-country running outside; or climbing and skiing in the mountains.


Jack came to India in 1937 to join the teaching staff of the newly opened Doon School in Dehradun and was a Doon housemaster till 1953. During periods of leave (during the Second World War) he served as an Executive Officer in the Royal Indian Naval Volunteer Force (RINVR), and he was also the first principal of the National Defence Academy (NDA). After his stint at Doon, Jack joined Mayo College as its principal, retiring in 1969. From 1970 to 1973, he was also the chairman of the Himalayan Club.


A hundred memories of Jack Gibson ‘in full blast’ come crowding in – animating a classroom; yodelling in the mountains; on the ski slopes; driving his jeep while swearing at lorry drivers or stopping for a ‘pee and a pipe’; cycling; camping; tending his sweet peas; shooting and fishing; exploring the hills around Ajmer for suitable rock climbs; rehearsing a play; negotiating for a raft on the Yamuna by nonchalantly waving a ten-rupee note; sailing; writing directly to Pandit Nehru to get a consignment of climbing equipment through Customs without paying duty; wheedling a sailing boat for Mayo out of the Navy; decrying the politics and morality of the modern world; coaching a group in fencing; charming a group of parents; offering generous hospitality way beyond his means; turning a blind eye on a senior boy sneaking his sherry and showing infinite patience with a youngster in trouble.


Jack taught a great deal more than classroom subjects. In everything he did, he conveyed a sense of transparent honesty, of integrity, of the avoidance of hypocrisy, and of the importance of being true to oneself. In a world used to moral corruption, this is well worth remembering. Everything he did was done with verve – ‘at full blast’. It is because of this that he has been a hero to generations of boys at the Doon School and at Mayo College, who continue to narrate tales about him, the legends growing with each telling.


In some ways, Jack was the ‘last Englishman in India’. He came 10 years before Independence and stayed on 47 years after it, rendering dedicated service to the country of his adoption. His name is often linked with those of Martyn and Holdsworth, both distinguished principals in their time. He was the last survivor of the triumvirate who would occasionally be seen sitting on Martyn’s lawn in a kurtapyjama, with Holdie wearing a Pathan pugree, and having their evening drink and smoking a hookah. Jack was the last English principal of Mayo College; he was the last English president of the Himalayan Club as well. He was also the last, and for most of the time, the only English resident of Ajmer, formerly a very British enclave in the heart of Rajasthan. And finally, he was the last Englishman to be accepted as a friend by almost all the former ruling houses of that chivalric region. Living on the cusp of two worlds, he embodied the best of both.


As an ancient civilization emerged as a new nation, Jack Gibson stayed the course and moulded a new generation of leaders, and for this service, he was the last Englishman to be honoured by both the British and the Indian governments.


This is his story.




Part I


John Travers Mends Gibson
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The Fathers of the Man


‘…interest in one’s self is not a sin or self-conscious weakness or to be overcome, but is the essence of progress…an attempt to write history in terms of personal life.’


~ quoted by Jack Gibson from Vera Brittain’s Testament of Youth


JACK USED TO LAUGH at his mother for being a hoarder. ‘She just can’t bear to throw anything away,’ he once said. She certainly never threw away a single letter, from or about her son, including school reports. She kept every scrap – from the birthday card Jack made for her when he was five, to his letter from Mayo College that came the day before she died. When, after her death, the bundles of letters were collected and collated, there was only one group missing, those from Cambridge. Apart from that, they give a detailed account of Jack’s activities, thoughts and feelings throughout his life. These he typed out during his retirement, adding pertinent comments, but keeping the original, highly volatile spellings. ‘Fortunately I am unable to reproduce the awful handwriting,’ he wrote. For those times when no letters were written – holidays with the family, short excursions and such like – Jack exerted his ‘erratic memory’ and put down as much as he could remember. This meant a lot of hard work, and he could not help asking himself why, and for whom, he was doing it.


‘The interest in my story…could perhaps help in the understanding of the young, perhaps encourage some troubled parents, and may cause a smile or two. It may also be of some interest for the scattered light it throws on education in these days. In a way, too, this is an act of atonement for my selfishness. I, too often, wanted my own way, and I was always asking for money and things that my parents could only with difficulty afford, or that were, though perhaps I did not realize it [at the time], beyond their means.’


Thus his first book, As I Saw It, was published in 1972. Jack had carefully edited all his letters, from the day he got to India up to the day he retired as principal of Mayo. The whole book came to over a thousand pages, but it was in constant demand, and the edition was soon sold out. Jack had priced it so low that there was no way of making money on it. Jack did not think his pre-India letters would be interesting for most Indians, but it is from those letters that we know something of his early life. Jack’s sister, Jill, fills us in on their family background:


‘Both his father’s and mother’s families came from non-conformist stock – generations of a puritan faith – of whom many were deeply religious and ardently philanthropic, believing they were fighting the battle of freedom and progress. They founded every action, every attitude, upon their interpretation of the Scriptures as found in the Bible and upon the guidance of God’s Will as revealed to them by direct answer to prayer. Later generations sought the Bible as God’s word interpreted by men and their faith – prayer in action (centred in God’s love and care for his fellow beings of all colours and creed) – made for a wider view of their religious outlook. This long tradition of high principles explains the “goodness” which permeated everything in Jack’s life. It was so ingrained that his honesty and generosity were not the result of any effort – they were unthinking and spontaneous.’


Jack’s grandfather, Robert Edward Gibson, was a hard-working doctor in Norwich, an enterprising city – in origin an Anglo-Saxon and Norman town – with its beautiful Cathedral built by Herbert de Losings in 1096 CE, and its Norman castle, now a museum, together with many medieval churches which later gave Jack opportunities to study archaeology and the history of the city and its surrounding countryside. This was the beginning of his lifelong interest in archaeology, and his conviction that geography and history were so closely connected that they should be taught together.


Grandfather Robert died at the early age of 37, leaving his wife to bring up their six children on a small income. She herself was very musical and was the first woman to study music at the Royal Academy of Music in London, and was the sister of the Reverend Ebenezer Cobham Brewer, author of A Dictionary of Phrase and Fable. This family background perhaps explains Jack’s understanding of music as well as his taut and sensitive control of language.


In 1891, Jack’s father, Charles, joined the New Zealand Shipping Company as an ‘ordinary seaman’ in the Merchant Navy, sailing in a clipper (later also by sail and steam) to New Zealand and back several times, a very tough assignment for a young man of 18. In 1901, he joined the Royal Navy, where he was commissioned as a lieutenant, qualified for navigating duties in a first class ship and was advised to take up survey work. In 1910, he was employed in the survey of the coast of Newfoundland. After the First World War, he was put in charge of the naval charts at the League of Nations’ Peace Conference in Paris.


After retirement, Charles had two jobs surveying for the government, first in what was then British Guiana, and later in British East Africa. Jack obviously inherited some of his father’s skills, for he was continuously mapping and measuring the mountains he visited; he saw every piece of terrain with the eyes of a surveyor. That his father must have been good at his job is proved by the fact that, in 1919, he was awarded an Order of the British Empire (OBE) for services rendered during the First World War. Forty-one years later, the British honoured his son Jack in the same way ‘for raising British prestige in India’.


In 1978, Jack wrote, ‘My father’s father had died young, leaving a large family and little money, so he [Charles Gibson] had to leave school and join HMS Conway. He passed out with a gold medal and joined the New Zealand Shipping Company, sailing to NZ and back, round the Cape and back by the Horn in the sailing ship Waimate, three times as an apprentice with a commission in the RNR as a midshipman. After a further three years in steam-plus-sail as fourth officer in passenger vessels he was given a commission as a sub-lieutenant in the RN as one of the “Hungry Hundred”. This delay in joining the RN (which he had always set his heart on, coming of naval stock) meant that he did not reach commander’s rank before the age of retirement, and from 1920 to ’25 he spent a frustrating time looking for suitable employment and keeping me and my sister at school. I think the hydrographer, Douglas, an old friend, must have helped him get the job in British Guiana, and from then on the Admiralty looked after him very well, and he ended his life revising Sailing Directions.’ (As I Saw It from Shanti Niwas)


In 1907, as a young naval officer, Charles Gibson married Emmeline Mary Fletcher, the granddaughter of Josiah Fletcher, a printer and publisher from Norwich. Emmeline’s father, Benjamin, was a businessman and a man of wide interests, who lived at Marlingford Hall, a large and comfortable country house near Norwich. He had nine children, of whom Emmeline was the eldest. Her life was idyllic, with many country pastimes – rowing, fishing, shooting and games of all sorts. Hence, in marrying a young naval officer without a large income, she accepted a very different way of life. Emmeline was for a time at Newnham College, Cambridge, but could not finish her degree as she was called home to help look after the family after her mother’s early death.


Jack was born in 1908 and christened John Travers Mends Gibson. Travers and Mends were his forebears, the custom being to keep up family connections. When Jack was born, Charles was away doing survey work and Emmeline was living in Brighton to be near her brother Hugh, a doctor. In 1912, Emmeline took Jack and Jill (born in 1910) together with their nanny and her sister-in-law, Nancy, to Canada for a holiday. This was in order to be near her husband, then doing a survey of the coast of Newfoundland.


Jack was always proud of his family’s connection with the Royal Navy, which continued into his own life. During the Second World War he joined the RINVR, and whenever he visited Delhi he stayed with the British Naval Attache, whoever he happened to be. He was not above using the naval connection to get out of situations. Once, on being accused of having used abusive language, he admitted freely, ‘In the Navy that was part of our vocabulary.’


MOWDEN


JACK REMEMBERED his first ‘proper’ school, Mowden Preparatory School in North Brighton, with mixed feelings. Though he had been at a day school in Sevenoaks, he joined Mowden in 1917, run by the brothers B.A. and A.P. Snell. ‘This must have been difficult for my parents to afford and BAS generously wrote, “It is quite understood that financially Jack shall remain ‘under ten’ as long as may be necessary.”’


Except for those written under supervision, Jack’s letters from Mowden were ‘fearful scrawls abominably spelt’, possibly because he was naturally left-handed but was taught to write, and bat, with the right hand. ‘…[M]y father was not a cricketer and considered left-handed batsmen a nuisance to the fielders and umpires, or because he always seemed to have “to write in a hurry and was abominably careless”.’ Jack wondered if he had suffered from some mild form of dyslexia. The letters show that he attempted to correct his mistakes and Emmeline tried to help with the lists of corrected mistakes, but without success.


Jack seemed content in Mowden till A.P. Snell (nicknamed Ape) ‘decided that I was hopeless and made life miserable for me for a time’. But before this happened, he was obviously a happy, well-mannered and affectionate boy. His aunt, whom he used to visit, wrote to his mother saying that his conversation was delicious: ‘“Topping” is the great expression! Everything is topping – the school, masters, boys and food. We came back for tea about 4.15 and as soon as he was in the house he asked where Rosemary (his baby cousin) was. I, having thought he might be rather bored than otherwise with her, had told Nurse to keep her as usual for tea; however, he said he did want her and we had her down, and it was the rippingest tea, and Rosemary’s great joy was to make him crack the front part of his stiff shirt with his chin. After tea the great game was for him to get on all fours and her to ride round the table on his back and then be tossed on to the sofa over his head. Screams of delight on Rosemary’s part of course, and what nearly made me die, Jack tipped her one penny at the end of it! Wasn’t it simply ripping of him?’ Jack’s habit of tipping lavishly seems to have started early!


Jack’s letters and reports throw light on his nine-year-old ways, showing his affection towards his family as well as his ability to enjoy himself intensely, while other letters show a sense of emerging responsibility. In September 1917, he wrote to his mother, ‘I have written to wish you a very happy birthday and lots of presents. I have given you mine so you will not get one from me. There was an air raid last night apparently at Hastings, we heard nothing but the bus-bus-bus of airships, airoplanes and zepplins [sic], at least we saw this zepplin so I had quite an exciting time.’ In November 1917, he wrote, ‘It is field-day tomorrow, or what we call field-day, and if it is fine we go for a lovely long march and then we rest a bit and have a little food and then we march back. You know I asked you to send me some money? Well you need not as kind old Grannie has sent me 2/6.’


To his sister he wrote, ‘Many Happy Returns of the Day [decorated with ill-drawn flowers]… I hope you will like the handkerchief that I am sending you, the green string is for tieing up flowers. I thought it was rather a good couler [sic] that is why I am giving it to you. I hope you are looking after my garden watering it every two days and will you water it every very dry day. I have got a lovely garden here.’


Other letters show his interest in making or building things. He asks ‘Mummie’ for various small things including ‘all the old finished-with-nibs you can send me – I want all these things to make airoplanes [sic].’ He could also make a boot ‘cubard’ [sic] – ‘Will you measure the length from one leg to the other of your dressing table so that I know what to make the boot cubard set?’ He collected stamps and told his father, ‘You can always send me stamps safely because I always seem to want some more…and as many post cards as you can.’ Another useful item was ‘fosils’ [sic]. ‘Did you get any fosils at Portsmouth for me?’ There was also a collection of stones, to which Mum sometimes contributed. ‘Dear Father, Mummie has bought me boxes of fosils and stones for my collection and also a mickerscope [sic] to use in the holidays…’ He seemed to instinctively collect things that made him intimate with the geography of a place.


If there were requests for postcards, stones or jam, there were also explanations, exclamations, thanks and appreciation for every single thing. On 10 November 1918, he wrote, ‘Dear Mummie is not the newse simply splendid!!!! Peas declared [sic].’


Likewise, in December 1918, he wrote, ‘Thank you very much Mummie for your post card which I like very much and for the blotting paper witch [sic] was a little more than I needed so I gave some to Villiers who had not got any. I am going to wirte this letter the hole [sic] week so as to have a nice long one to send off on Sunday… We have done the Geogerphry [sic] Exam and have corecketed [sic] it all except the last question and we have not had marks for tideness [sic] or spelling yet. I don’t think I shall get much marks for the last two things…’


Interspersed between accounts of all the activities were descriptions of landscapes and of the plants and flowers he saw on his walks. Jack was a keen naturalist and gardener. There are, of course, many accounts of games and matches, and who beat whom. Cricket was not his game; he was good at boxing and soccer, where he was a couple of years younger than the average age of the team. ‘At boxing I won the light weights, but was heavier than the average of the others.’ Interest in winter sports, later so seriously pursued, had already begun. ‘My skates came just as it began to thaw but some of the ice still bore so we went on the downs for skating and sliding. I went in “plot” right up to were the leg joined the body wit [sic] one leg and halfway up the other so I had to go back with a very cold leg.’


To Jill he wrote, ‘I am sending you what we call here a water boom… if you blow hard into the hole round which I have drawn a line you will find it will come into a square (I should have said cube), and then you can fill the paper box with water and throw it at someone.’ Here we glimpse the naughty child who got into trouble with paper bombs. Years later in India, Jack would wish to remember how to make the same for Holi.


Things seemed to have gone somewhat awry during the year 1919, at the end of which his reports for both Latin and Maths were ‘rather disappointing’ and for French ‘Aurait pu faire davantage. Travail ecrit peu soigne’. For games, APS wrote, ‘He has lost much of his dash at football’, while BAS wrote, ‘I am sure he has not done his best since half term, though I doubt his admitting it. He is unfortunately prone to excuses for his own shortcomings, a habit I am most anxious for him to grow out of.’ Jack reminisced later that perhaps the troubles had something to do with the appendicitis operation he had had during an air raid early on in the war, where the surgeon, who had found a blockage of blackberry pips and thought this had caused his pains, quickly closed him up without removing the appendix and it was not until many years later, in his mid-thirties, that it was ultimately cut out and ‘bottled as a prize specimen’.


Things went from bad to worse in 1920. Few letters have survived from this period but from the ones that did, it appears that Jack was getting into awful rows and was afraid that his father would learn of his misdemeanours. He also seemed to have caught ‘a ragging fever’. ‘I also took sweets from a boy who had kept them back instead of giving them to Mrs Snell, and when this was found out there was an awful row on. Since then I have tried my hardest to be good, but it is so hard it seems impossible however hard I try.’


‘…[T]he Snells were considering that they should make an arrangement with you and that I should leave at the end of the term. Well I hope that if I am as good as I can be till the end of term they won’t do anything of the sort. But its [sic] simply awful. However hard I try everythin [sic] seems to go wrong. This is a horrid letter to send home, you won’t mind will you. P.S. I enclose a letter that I like most of any I have had from you but I don’t deserve it wil you keep it for me until I do [sic]. Oh Mummie darling I did want to do well this term but look what has happened. I seem to be writin [sic] awful bosh. Don’t let this worry you but I don’t know what to do. [Then, added at the bottom] I am now out of silence and am feeling much better.’


Ten days later he wrote, ‘I am afraid I am not aloud [sic] to go out with Aunty Dodo. Mrs Snell has told her that I cannot come out because I behave so badly because I flicked a pellet in the lesson of the French Mademoiselle. I think it rotten telling Auntie like that. They seem to pile on every punishment they can think of.’


‘I gave in to temptations too easily,’ he reminisced years later, ‘and among other actions I now regret I used to steal tomatoes from the allotments next to the school. This was not from hunger – we were fed very well and the maid at my table was known as “Tek-sum-mor” – but I think in a spirit of daring. I shall never forget my mother’s reaction when I proudly showed her a handful of sweets I had stolen from a shop. Instead of returning and paying for them, as I had expected, she made me give them back.’


This phase must have been an anxious one for his parents. At this time, under the Geddes Axe drive, Jack’s father had been retired from the Navy. Charles had attended the Peace Conference in Paris, as in charge of naval charts, and the hydrographer had strongly recommended his retention; but he had lost a number of years of seniority when he joined with the Hungry Hundred, and thus retired on a very small pension. Their house, Highlands, at Sevenoaks, had to be given up as too large and costly, and the Gibsons moved into a small late-Georgian house in Norwich with a common garden in front and an individual stable and kitchen garden behind.


The year 1921 was Jack’s last year in Mowden. B.A. Snell wrote, ‘I shall be glad to have him in my form, even though it be for only a term. We hope he will help us as head of a bedroom next term.’ Bedrooms were named after the countries of the British Empire, and Jack’s was India!


In November, Jack sat for the common entrance examinations: ‘Is it not lovely I have got into Haleybury (is that spelt right). I am in the Lower Fourth which is the bottom form but one. Mr Snell says I might have got up higher, but as I am worse at writen work I may get a three months remove into a higher form if they think I have been placed too low. I now have no more cares and long for the end of term and to see you and Father and Jill. Please thank Father for the fountain pen it did a great deal to my getting in as I could write better and quicker. With best love to all from J.T.M. Gibson of Haleybury.’ There follows a sketch of someone weeping entitled, ‘Me if I had not got in.’


Jack’s last report reads, ‘He has been working very well and deserves his success. I hope he will take his work seriously at Haileybury where he has our warmest good wishes for his success and happiness. B.A. Snell.’ Kenneth Bond and John Hills, two of Jack’s friends, were to be in the same house as him at Haileybury.


HAILEYBURY


HAILEYBURY HAD, traditionally, some contact with India, beginning in the days of the East India Company. Although at the time Jack had no idea that he would ever have anything to do with India, it was a strange coincidence. Later on, Jack was to comment that, in spite of this connection, he learnt and heard remarkably little about India while at school.


Jack joined Haileybury in 1921 and he seems to have settled in almost immediately. His Form Master was ‘awfully decent’, invited the boys for tea and gave them iced cakes. Jack did not waste any time. In the first week he had joined the Musical Society, and the Natural Science Society, and was learning to box. He was made a library help and learnt a great deal about old manuscripts and books. He joined every expedition he could to see museums, churches, old ruins, castles and monuments. He became a keen antiquarian, a student of church architecture, and an expert at brass rubbings. Indeed, many of his holidays were spent among the churches, sometimes in the continent, taking brass rubbings, and finding out whatever there was to know of the history of that church. These rubbings were then mounted and labelled – his habits of orderliness began early, although some of his end-of-term reports called him ‘careless’ and ‘scatter-brained’.


He was willing to cycle or walk any distance if he heard of an interesting old church or castle, either with a friend or alone. His letters are full of apologetic requests for 2s or 5s for subscriptions for societies, to make a trip or join an expedition of historical or aesthetic interest, for concerts or plays. There is no doubt that history was his ‘subject’. He was lucky, too, in his teachers. He won the McLeod Innes prize for the study of antiquities and, advised by his teacher Charles Carrington, decided to read history at Cambridge.


At Haileybury Jack started another tradition that was to remain with him for the rest of his life – that of picking up any germ that happened to be around. He got mumps, measles and repeated bouts of severe flu. He had two operations for appendicitis. He contracted pneumonia and pleurisy that nearly proved fatal. The long days of convalescence were, however, well used in learning to play chess and bridge; but the continuous series of illness had affected his heart. He was forbidden rigorous sports such as running, climbing and swimming (‘Isn’t it sickening?’) and was ordered to play only those games where he could stop at once if he felt the strain. He took up golf and fencing, which were thought suitable. He found he had a ‘good wrist’ for fencing and did well from the beginning, managing to reach a very high standard, but was prevented from joining the Olympic team due to another bout of his old friend the flu. ‘He had not been fortunate in the matter of health,’ his housemaster wrote to his parents – ‘but I don’t know of any boy who has taken his ups and downs more cheerfully…’


The letters from Haileybury show that many aspects of Jack’s character were already well set even while he was in his early teens. One such was his attitude towards money. He was careful not to waste, because he knew that his expensive education meant that his parents had to make sacrifices. He was, however, aware that the shillings he needed for concerts, plays, excursions or lectures would not be grudged and the benefit would out-value the money spent. Every request for a small sum is accompanied by a careful explanation of how it would be spent, and with a little plea: ‘I do so want to do it.’ Later on his students always commented on Jack’s open-handed hospitality and his willingness to reach out and help others; Jack’s spending was never irresponsible or wasteful; his friends always got good value for the money he spent so freely.


Most schoolboy letters are usually sketchy and uninteresting. Jack’s letters from school were comprehensive, descriptive and extremely interesting, giving a clear picture of everything that happened to him, mentally and physically. He described carefully and in detail every event and occasion, whether it was a visit by royalty or a ‘picinic [sic]’ up a tree. He took the trouble – again, unlike most boys – to make his letters as interesting as he could. ‘I do hope you are not tired of reading this letter and have enjoyed it. Anyway, I have enjoyed imagining you enjoying it.’ This enjoyment of seeing other people enjoy themselves remained an important part of Jack’s character. N.C. Sharma remembers how Jack enjoyed seeing the ‘gleam in his eye’ when he over-tipped someone.


***


Keeping a diary was a habit that Jack acquired as a schoolboy. These diaries unveil a boy with an astonishing amount of physical and mental energy, not only interested in but also willing to participate in every possible activity, whether it was tennis, sailing, climbing, mountaineering, riding, football, skiing, skating or walking 30 miles a day; while simultaneously pursuing gardening, music, theatre, architecture, especially church architecture and church furniture, brass rubbing and stamp collecting. Jack was effortlessly good, a ‘natural’, at it all. He also had the gift of being totally unaware of the risks involved in some of these activities. As a keen sailor and fisherman, Jack kept a little boat on the shore near his home in Norwich in which he adventured around the coast, often managing to get both himself and his sister Jill into trouble. Once he took his sister out sailing, and his mother had to call the police to look for them; another time, the local coastguard had to rescue him as he was ‘stuck on the cliffs’. This daring and readiness to take risks was something he passed on to the boys in India when he took them out on expeditions.


If we flip through the pages of the 1926 diary – Jack was about 18 – we can see that his interest in church architecture had already matured, and the main features of a holiday in Belgium were visits to churches: ‘The nave at Malines…I was struck by the difference in thickness between the pillars with plaster and those without. Where they had not been scraped, the innumerable coats of plaster had increased the size of the pillars so as to almost spoil their proportions.’ Such an observation is unusual, but it does show a keen and true eye, a gift that enabled him to assess, quickly and accurately, the buildings he later saw in India.


The other, and perhaps more intense, passion was that of theatre and opera. The continent offered opera, while good theatre could be had anywhere in England, not least in his hometown of Norwich – where he would sometimes watch two plays in a day. Apart from the intense enjoyment of watching a production, its values and techniques stayed with him. This theatrical experience (‘saw all plays, Shaw and Shakespeare’) contributed to a storehouse of experience and memories which contributed to his own productions with his students, remarkable for their imagination and innovation. ‘Years later I produced Midsummer Night’s Dream at Mayo. I remember Bottom and Flute speaking in broad Norfolk and made them talk to each other in Hindi…’


The most natural activity was, of course, walking. Jack would walk alone, or with a companion if he could find one. He would walk until his feet were bleeding and his shoes fell off. ‘After a walk of about 30 miles we found it very tiring.’ He learnt to cobble broken shoes, a skill which enabled him to mend shoes for his boys. His diary describes a climbing tour in Scotland with a friend, scaling mountains, sleeping anywhere, becoming intimate with the country. Indeed, this intimacy extended to the past as well, for Jack was an enthusiastic member of the Archaeological Society. Sometimes, as in a 1931 ‘tour of Holland and Germany’, the walking tour was punctuated by short train rides. They saw everything. Every church or building was absorbed, judged and memorized. In between admiring churches and mountain scenery, they ‘went to a cinema where the superiority of German over American films was apparent’. Once he spent a part of his vacation on a trawler, fishing for cod. He worked with the crew and found out everything about the work of a professional fisherman. Typically, he kept up a correspondence with his fishing ‘colleagues’ for a long time afterwards. Jack was a good skater, but his real love was skiing: ‘…in the course of my ten winter seasons there I found over 20 [ski-runs] though they all had to be climbed in those days as there were no ski lifts…’ All the intense physical activities during adolescence might have affected his heart, but ‘the climbing in Scotland cured my heart’. It was surely an unorthodox way to cure heart trouble. Nevertheless, he was careful later on when he took his boys into the Himalayas, not letting them strain themselves at high altitudes.


After Haileybury Jack went on to study history at Cambridge, though his lifelong passion for geography would always hold an immense sway over him.


This study, absorption and passion for everything he did, built up to a huge body of literary, historical, geographical and physical information that enabled Jack to become an inspired and inspiring teacher and mentor. However, becoming a parson had once seemed like an obvious choice to him, and very acceptable to his parents. His family was religious and idealistic. His mother particularly encouraged him to think seriously about questions of morality and Jack clearly was always naturally full of goodness. His biggest moral lapse was to pinch a few tomatoes from a neighbour’s garden. But his mind was full of questions and long religious discussions with a Roman Catholic friend influenced him to such a degree that at one stage he was thinking of converting. He wrote to his mother in confidence about this, and much as she was distressed, she was too large-hearted and intelligent to oppose him: ‘…since my Cambridge days, I have never been able to accept the idea that the Christian Church was the only way to God and what little I have understood of Eastern religions has supported this idea…’ In time, helped by further discussions with his teachers and parents, Jack changed his mind. It was, however, typical that his Roman Catholic friend remained one of his closest friends, even after he went on to become an abbot.


Jack’s path in life would, in time, take him a continent away, into the lap of new beginnings.
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The Making of the Man


‘I became very interested in teaching, a pursuit I learned to look on as something like gardening; there is the hard work of preparation and digging; the toil of corrections and weeding; the satisfaction from time to time of good results and a blaze of flowers.’


~ Jack Gibson


IT WAS TYPICAL of Jack’s many-sided personality that though he had a degree from Cambridge in history – he was a serious scholar of antiquities, as well English literature, theatre and music – his first job as a teacher was as an instructor of winter sports.


CHILLON


‘Chillon College was just short of Velleneuve on the road from Montreux and Territet past the Chateau de Chillon. It was housed in the ancient Hotel Byron and its surrounding buildings, and overlooked Lac Leman.’ Emmeline and her father had stayed at the Hotel Byron during its heyday, when its main clientele had been Russian aristocracy. Jack on the other hand was joined by boys whose lungs called for Swiss air, others who had arrived from Eton and other schools in England for reasons unknown, and a number from families like the Tissens of Germany, the Whitneys of America, the Raja of Khetri, India, and the Warwicks of England. The staff at Chillon was mostly English, ‘…and we were apt to laugh at the prim and proper senior Swiss member, Bernheim, and his enormous Wagner-singing wife. It was he, walking with her, who once asked me why I was pushing my bicycle. I was picking up the local lingo. “Mon pneu est foutu [My tire is ruined],” I told him. “Vousvoulez dire degonfle [You mean deflated],” he reprimanded me.’


‘I joined the staff of Chillon College as winter sports master and spent the happiest years of my life there. As a skier I was far below the standard of the man whose place I had taken and I had to work very hard to improve.’ He set himself to improve his skiing; every holiday was spent on the ski slopes that included places he discovered for himself. He learnt to explore and identify new slopes and routes. He joined courses, expeditions – anything which would make him an expert in winter sports. ‘The Swiss Alpine Club is holding a Course de Haut Alpinism for a week, with guides, lessons in bivouacking, practice rescue parties, etc., food and all for 55 francs for the week. They expect you to sing and be able to tell a good vulgar story which is beyond my present French, but it should be great fun and very interesting… There is heaps to do – tennis, soccer, bathing, badminton – almost everything you can think of. There was also the opportunity to explore all the mountains and valleys of this marvellous country.’


Later, Jack was offered the chance to teach history due to the history master’s ill health. ‘The boys on the whole are far better than I expected – perhaps not a high standard of intelligence, but I’m rather glad of that as it seems one has to have quite enough knowledge at one’s fingertips teaching them as they are.’ His lessons had a wide sweep and included social history as well as a little sociology; later on, his geography lessons would incorporate what we now call environmental studies. ‘I am planning to read a paper on dress in the Middle Ages to my history form. A paper I wrote for the Sidney Sussex Historical Society and dished up the other day went down quite well, and that sort of thing helps to keep intelligent interest alive instead of their supposing that the subject is all kings and battles and characters.’ (Chillon, 13.2.32)


‘Some history teachers cannot resist dictating notes; others expect you to make your own while they lecture. I had learnt at Cambridge, from Birch, a lecturer of Kings College, what a waste of time for attention these were. It was a simple tip: that the teacher should prepare cyclostyled notes for distribution rather than let the boys’ attention be focused on scribbling notes. This lesson has been invaluable to me, and I have only dictated notes when my time was too short to cyclostyle them.’


Apart from blossoming into a good teacher, Jack also developed into a very good schoolmaster, combining a firm hand as a disciplinarian with a friendly attitude. Once during the holidays he had been left in charge of about 30 boys who were staying on at school. He took some of the boys off on a climbing expedition for a few days, leaving a master called Airy in charge of the rest. He came back to see that ‘my duty here has been let down the drain by that old fool Airy and its difficult to pull it out again. People to bed at all hours, raiding the kitchen at night, feathers all over the place from pillow fights – you never saw such a show. And Airy has been a sort of ringleader. Not having the courage to stop it, he made out that he was entering into the holiday spirit, while to others he complained bitterly of the boys’ behaviour. However, I think things are already getting better.’


If it was at Chillon that Jack learnt to be an effective teacher, it was also here that he discovered some of the disadvantages of life in any institution where the man at the helm was not strong, reliable or intelligent enough. The head of Chillon College, a man called Pym, seems to have had a character that included all of these weaknesses. Worst of all, Jack felt, Pym was getting his opinions second-hand and mentions his discomfort in a letter speaking of a time when the vice-master, Bett, was away in England due to a nervous breakdown and Pym, who was on the verge of one and was thus off on holiday for four weeks, leaving the school in charge of Airy and Thresher, both of whom were incompetent. ‘Thresher, who as you know is not a great friend of mine, and who became vice-master after Bett’s breakdown, has been telling stories against me to Pym, who has accused me of being his continual critic, which of course is absolutely untrue. After Pym had given me a dressing down for what he imagined to be my general attitude, I wasn’t at much loss to know where he got this idea from and I went to see Thresher and asked him what he meant by giving false ideas about me. I pointed out that he was by no means controlled in his criticisms which were much more serious coming from one in supposed authority. He replied that he had a sense of humour.’ Until Thresher’s back-stabbing, Jack had been much liked and appreciated.


‘My dear Mum and Father, life here during the past week has been a sort of nightmare. I think Pym has gone off his head, and I have resigned. Bett has been a pillar of this place for six years now, a loyal supporter of Pym through all his tortuous ways, and has put his whole effort and one might say soul, into the place. It was he who discovered that all was not well with the morals of various boys and insisted on having things cleared up, though Thresher wanted to hush things up. Pym removed him from his housemastership, thinking apparently that there must be a martinet over the house to pull it together, and that Bett is too just and even-tempered.’ Pym was of the opinion that friendliness of the teachers towards the boys created a ‘soft atmosphere’ that led them to be arrogant and over-confident. Jack put it down to modern tendencies, stories, films and songs like ‘Everybody’s Doing It’. But ‘is fear the only sanction for good behaviour? I don’t see why a friendly atmosphere should lead to an immoral one, or why the regime of martinets he wants should clear the air of immorality,’ Jack wrote. Instances of Pym’s repressive methods agonized Jack and he wondered if educational methods of correction were not better. Repressing misdeeds would ‘drive the evil underground instead of airing it and killing it with fresh air’. What seemed to have affected him most – a ‘gross misjudgement of character or idiocy’ – was Pym’s treatment of Bett (‘has broken him without appearing to care a damn’), who, in Jack’s opinion, was the best person to handle matters of such delicacy. The future principal in Jack was beginning to take form. Though just a young teacher then, his ability to understand and read people as well as situations, to spot the rights and wrongs of leadership, as well as the handling of matters of a fragile nature, seems to have grown and matured.


Doubts continued to linger in Jack’s mind about his job, his future and the discomfort of working under a temperamental head. ‘I suppose the world is not the Garden of Eden in which I have been living so far, and that I have enjoyed myself too long. I love the country, like school mastering, and this is a magnificent place and should have a good future. On the other hand one never knows. We rely on pretty rich people for our boys, and with all these financial slumps the place might go fut. If it did and I was left high and dry over the age of 25, I might have great difficulty in getting any decent post. What do you think about it… I don’t think I much want to teach in an English public school. I might try secondary schoolmastering but should hate to have to live on the pay… Anyway I’m convinced I don’t want a permanent post here, though I’m afraid it’s a bad time to change. After working under that fool Thresher for two years and seeing him full of self-satisfaction at the fall of Bett, I feel like striking out on my own. I’d rather like to keep a pub as I think the days of the English hotel may be coming back, what with the new hiking – something like the one at Morston and work it up to a little hotel noted for good cooking.’


The number of students in the school was falling and it could no longer support Jack even if he wanted to stay on. Pym, however, promised him a good recommendation. Other teachers were also asked to leave not only for friendly behaviour towards the students but also for lack of funds. ‘One does not know how much Thresher has been playing on Pym’s harrassed nerves. The business has at least produced a touch of the comic. Thresher found a whole lot of tracks in various shrubberies made by dogs and jumped to the conclusion that they were made by boys seeking cover for their misdeeds, and I saw him poking in the bushes the other day. I ran out with a police whistle which he did not appreciate.’
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