
JOHN Travers Mends — 
“Jack” — Gibson came out 
to India in the 1930s as a 

teacher at the newly 
established Doon School in 
Dehradun, where he became a 
famed Housemaster. He taught 
there for several years and 
finally retired as a long-serving 
illustrious Principal of Mayo 
College, Ajmer. Well into his 
eighties, he passed away in 
October 1994.

Gibson was not only a 
distinguished teacher and 
principal but also a larger-than-
life figure. Jack's zest for life and 
ability to put his heart and soul, 
with rare passion, into anything 
he undertook were most 
infectious. Quest for knowledge 
to impart, punctuality, 
discipline, abhorrence of 
idleness or waste of any sort 
were germane to him.

The interests he helped develop 
ranged from mountaineering 
(acclaimed mountaineers 
referred to him with awe; 
Tenzing of Everest fame, when a 
young Sherpa, climbed with 
him), photography, gardening to 
music. A world class fencer, he 
was also very adept at most 
other sports and competed 
fiercely.
Contribution to education in its 
widest sense — spirit of 

adventure combined with 
learning and, most importantly, 
as a moulder of character by 
example, of young men — 
made him a legend.

Without losing his upper class 
British moorings - Haileybury, 
Cambridge and Royal Navy 

background - 
Jack took to 
the Indian 
scene with no 
inhibition. He 
whole-
heartedly 
engaged in 
Indian social 
and cultural 
activities by 

educating himself about those 
unfamiliar to him earlier. This 
was amply demonstrated by 
him elegantly wearing a “dhoti”, 
“kurta-pyjama” or donning a 
Rajput turban when the 
occasion required and 
celebrating festivals across 
communities with natural 
enthusiasm.

Despite his indifferent Hindi it 
was a treat watching him sing, 
with deep involvement, national 
songs written by poets as 
diverse as Gurudev Tagore to 
Allama Iqbal.
Once on a trek his group ran 
short of some essential rations, 
particularly potatoes. 

Instinctively, Jack decided to 
teach the boys mysteries of 
barter — he called it 
“economics”. He led the team to 
a nearby hill hamlet. In broken 
Hindi, Jack said to the local 
headman, “Hum Atta Tum 
Ollu!”

The crestfallen village head was 
quickly reassured that he was 
by no means an “Owl”. 
Negotiations followed and a 
bargain was struck. The boys 
got their supply of potatoes by 
parting with some flour which 
they had enough to spare. The 
villagers' joy at this deal was 
explained by Gibson. “At high 
terrains good wheat did not 
grow, hence flour made from it 
was precious”. The potato-
starved boys nodded wisely!

Hauled up by the Customs at 
Bombay airport for bringing in a 
large quantity of books, music 
records, film rolls and a most 
fascinating oakwood globe, a 
perplexed Jack explained that 
each time on return from 
England, he brought articles, 
not available in India, for the 
institution he headed. This led 
to further harassment. He 
insisted on seeing the senior 
officer and requested help, in 
his dilemma, to make a long-
distance call. Surprisingly, the 
officer obliged only to be 
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Gibson feeds a 
banana to a bird, 
a regular visitor
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