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This is an electronically recorded interview between
Detective BSenior Constable Stuart Gray and Mr John
Gibson, at the Cruising Yacht Club of Australia,
Rushcutters Bay, on Wednesday, the 27th of January,
1999, Also present seated to my right is Senior
Constable Dave Upston, from New South Wales Water
Police. Time by my watch is now 6 minutes past 3.00.
As I already explained to you, Mr Gibson, Senior
Constable Upston and myself are currently conducting
inquiries in relation to the 1998 Sydney to Hobart
Yacht Race and our job is to interview a number of
people who were involved in the race and that's what
we're doing here today. For the purpose of the record
could you please state your full name?

My name is John Hope Gibson.

Your date of birth?

The 20th of February, 1934.

And your current address?

52/6 Wyargine, I'll spell that, W-¥-A-R-G-I-N-E,
Street, Balmoral.

And your occupation?

I'm a sclicitor.

O.K. Basically, if I could just get some background in
relation to your sailing experience first.

As a young man I was sailing skiffs, 18 footers, then
I raced vessels in partnership from about 21 footers up

to 36 footers with the Sydney Amateur Sailing Club. I
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did a small amount of Sydney Pittwater Races, but I
have very little offshore experience.

O.K. Would you care to tell me how it came about that
you became a member of the Winston Churchill crew?
Approximately two years I took a vessel which I then
owned in partnership from the, in the Sydney/Coffs
Harbour December race with the CYC and at that time
John Stanley was a friend of one of the girls who was
salling with us and John, at my request, ran the boat,
for the purposes of that race, and which I participated
in with myself and nmy wife. That was my first CYC
offshore race of any distance at all.

O.K. Can you tell me what your position was on the
boat itself during the race?

Well, perhaps, I should go back, because I don't think
I answered the guestion. Following the introduction to
John Stanley we became friends and in about November of
last year, I met John at a sailing function at the
Sydney Amateur Sailing Club where I asked him if he was
doing the Hobart race and he indicated he was and he
said, "Do you want to come?". And at that stage T was
not too sure whether I did or I didn't but I was very
excited that he'd asked ne. I knew he was taking
Winston Churchill down there and I knew it was a very
prestigious vessel and to be invited in the crew of
that nature to me was a great honour and subsequently
I repliecd that I would love to go, which is the answer

to your gquestion as to how I got onto Winston
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Churchill.

Right. O.K. Now, what position did you fulfil on
board the boat?

I was a crewman.

Scrry?

I was a general creowman.

O.K. And what docs that involve?

That involved assisting in a watch with sail trim, be
available to undertake any work on the vessel. I
wasn't asked to helw the boat but I was part of a watch
and I would do what ever was required on that watch.
Right. And that, and that involved all sorts of
taskings on board the hoat?

That's right,

O0.K. Had vou been on the boat previous to this race?
Yes, I had. I'd been on the boat on three occasions,
two of which werc training sails we conducted on the
weekends offshore, where a series of sails were set,
including spinnakers and we had sail drill on those
occasions.

So how many, so to spcak, practice runs were done with
the Winston Churchill?

Approximately two.

Right. O.K. Now, as far as you're aware, the
remaining crew were fairly expericnced vachtsman?

To my knowledge at least three of the crew, to my
knowledge at least three of the crew were extremely

experienced, 1 was aware that Bruce Gould had,
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together with the late Jim Lawler and John Stanley,
had, each personally, in excess of 10 Hobart and
considerable offshore experience.

Right. O0.K. Are you able to tell me what sort of life
rafts were available on the bcoat?

I can't tell you the name of the life rafts 1in
guestion. I can tell you that there were two life
rafts which were launched. One of the life rafts was
a circular raft which was occupied by four of the crew
and another raft of which I was a member was a
rectangular raft which I understood to be a six man
raft, which was occupicd by five of the crew.

Right. O.K. I'd like to take you to arcund 1300 on
the 26th of Decembcr. Would you be able to describe
for me in your own words from that time to the time
that you were rescued, about what happened?

We departed Sydney Harbour in magnificent conditions,
we tacked to a position off the heads and subsequently
set a spinnaker, we ran for most of that day and that
evening under spinnaker in magnificent sailing
conditions. The crew was in excellent spirits, we
maintained watches, we ate meals and it was gquite
exhilarating, a beautiful sailing experience, with the
vessel travelling under control and did very, very good
time, I think we averaged over .......... in excess of
11 knots which for a vessel of that length in those
conditions was very good time and T believe we made

excellent time down the coast. On the evening of the
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2eth I think we continued with spinnaker, it wasn’'t
until the following, later that cvening, I believe,
that as the wind freshened we lowered the spinnaker and
I assisted in that, the dousing of the spinnaker, was
quite a difficult process, it was a fairly fresh wind
and during that process I lost one of my corneal lenses
which caused me some concern but otherwise I was in
good shape. I'm extremely myopic without lenses but I
had one lens in and I was O.K. We put that spinnaker
down and then we continued and a decision was made then
to set a staysail, that is a small headsail as a
spinnaker and that was subsequently done and I assisted
in that process. My job during those manocuvres was
basically to assist on halyards and work winches. Both
manoceuvres were carried out with a great deal of
concern but the boat at all times remained in control
and maintained 1its course, which I understand was
approximately 180 dcgrees and we were travelling, I
suggest, within sight of the coast, possibly, 15 to 20
miles off the coast, I rccall that we had passed well
towards Eden and that evening we continued under very
fresh conditions. I recall that there was storm
activity. The following morning the wind continued to
freshen and we subsequently dowsed the staysail which
was set as a sgpinnaker and we continued under two
headsails, as I recall, there was a staysail and, what
we call a jib, with full main. The wind continued to

freshen and T belicve that we subscquently went down to
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the staysail only and we subscquently pulled in a reef.
I think the wind then lightcened off and that would have
been during the early hours of 27th and I think we
might have shaken out a reef. But the wind then
freshened again and I think we subsequently ran to two
reefs and finally dowsed the mainsail altogether, and
that was done on a watch on which I was not on, but I
recall that it happened because the sail movement and
the noise of that change and when I subsequently came
on deck on the morning of the 27th it was overcast with
very heavy torrential rain, the boat was travelling
with just a headsail, I think it was the staysail, and
a decision was made at that stage to change to a storm
jib. I assisted in that manceuvre as I understand and
we then continued under storm jib only and I think our
direction was approximately 180, 160, 180, the boat
appeared to be handling very, very well, ..........
start to become motion. I recall that we were still in
sight of the coast and I recall someone saying that we,
in the distance could sec Mount Imlay, which is south
of Eden and that would place us about 15 miles off the
coast in my reckoning 1f we were able to do that. The
rain continued and there was no point in me going on
deck, although thore was one of my watcheg, and I
recalied T spent the better part of the day attempting
to doze down below resting on a sail and I think there
was a watch change at that stage. During that day at

about lunchtime I recall being seasick, to my surprise,
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and I recall that I wasn't uncomfortable, I was
retching but keeping fluid going and I felt annoyed
that I was seasick but apart from that it wasn't a
problem and I was very conscious I maintained fluid.
I stayed down below becausec of the conditions that were
such there was no need for me to on deck. The helmsman
at the time I think had been Bruce Gould and he came
down from his watch and was relieved by Richard
Winning. John Deane was on the watch with Richard and
he was on deck, close to Richard, and the time at this
stage 1s approaching 1600 hours. The wvessel was
travelling, from the time that I went wup the
companionway and was mainly retching fluids, but had an
opportunity to look around, the boat appeared to be
travelling well. Richard seemed to be very
comfortable. My estimate of the spced was between 5 to
6 knots maximum and we were travelling across the seas.
I don't recall that the boat was becoming airborne or
any violent thumping or noise which indicated to me
that we might have been travelling too fast. Water was
coming on board and being washed down but of no great
concern and 1in my estimate we seemed to Very, very
comfortable. John Stanley I believe was in the
navigator's cockpit, which was situated towards the aft
of the boat, I think he was resting and the rest of the
crew, with the exception of Richard Winning and John
Gould were below decks and all Snoozing in various

parts of the main saloon. The main saloon itself was
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in fairly tidy situation, a ccouple of sails were down
below but spread out so as not to interfere with
progress, there was plenty of c¢old fluids and drinks
avalilable in the 1cebox, there were a couple of boxes
of muffins and provisions if you wanted something to
chew and to eat and, although I was feeling somewhat
uncomfortable, the conditions were guite O.K. At about
1600 hours I rccall, for some reason, I wag moving
around the main saloon and I think to the best of ny
recollection I may have been attempting to locate the
trysail, for the purposes of bringing it on deck, when
I recall that I was taken violently, without warning,
through the air and thrown across the main saloon. T
was thrown from the starboard side to the portside, the
vessel at that ftime was tacking, although I would
describe 1it, as not being hard on, I think I, we
weren't reaching but we certainly weren't hard on, I
think the storm 3jib had been slightly eased, so, I
suppose we were sort of tacking to windward with
slightly eased shecets on a starboard tack, so that
meant that I was moving on the portside of the main
saloon as most of the crew were either sleeping or the
dJear had been moved to the starboard side, which was
down to leeward as the boat was on a slight angle, I
suppose an angle, whatever we were tacking on but there
was certainly a considerable angle there., and I was
projected across thc main saloon, which is quite a

large saloon in Winston Churchill and slammed my head
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agawnst tho lecward lockers. At the same time I heard
the most horrific crash, I would describe it as if we
had been struck by another vessel, it was as if we had
a hit a brick wall, it was a deafening crash, it was
noises all around me, and the vessel continued to lay
over at an angle of possibly 60 degrees and I was
thrown in a somersaulted position of my head down and
my body on top of myself with a lot of gear on top of
me and around mne, and it took me a little time to
extract myself from that position and try and sort of
what on earth had happened. I looked around and
observed that all the floor boards, on which sails had
been lying, had becn lifted and I could actually see
the bilge of vessel exposed, 'cause the floorboards had
been thrown up, a lot of lockers had opened, there was
a lot of gear lying around and I observed that we were
making water. The vessel righted itself, the rest of
the crew that were down below were moving around and I
was aware that the crew on deck were also moving around
and I gcnerally tried to assess the situation. The
vessel seemed to sailing all right, the companionway
steps had been moved and I helped reposition the
companionway steps. The rest of the crew had been
sleeping, they werc sort of moving around and there was
some discussion as vo what the position was. I recall
that I went up the companionway and looked around and
I observed that approximately 6 to 8 feet of the

bulwarks was missing or damaged. The bulwarks I
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describe as heing a portion of the side of the boat
which continued up and above the deck level. On the
Winston Churchill, the ribs of tho boat continued up
clear of the deck for a distance of almost 18 inches or
more and the external planking then continued, so that
one had the protection of a raised section of decking
which ran the whole length of the boat and it is that
section which was missing. That in itself was quite
remarkable because we're talking about ribs which were
approximatcly 2 inches apart and made of, I assume,
Tasmanian hardwood, asg I understood the vessel was
built by an expert boatbuilder in Hobart and I
understand was constructed of Huon pine, so, whatever
forces it was that caused this had in fact destroyed
the ribs and planking on a distance of 6 feet or to 8
feet, also including the capping, which was another
section of timber which lay across the ribs and on top
of the planking and it was that section which carried
the track which was heavy reinforced model metal which
acted as a housing for the various pulleys which tock
the sheets from the spinnakers and jibs. The vessel
1tself otherwisc I didn't observe damaged, except that
the dodger to the main saloon had also been twisted out
of shape and 1 alsc subseguently recall that the aft
navigator's cockpit seemed to be in some sort of a
mess. I was subsequcently that told that three of the
armour plated reinforced port holes had been smached in

also on the starboard side, which was the situation
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where John Stanley was down below, hut the force of
water according to John, and you'd have to go to his
Statement, threw him across that area where he was down
below resting. At that stage Bruce Gould was at the
wheel, having come up from down below, and John Stanley
had, was assessing damage, and had gone down below to
the main saloon. We were making water at that stage,
the water was at bhattery level, and an attempt was made
to start the motors. The motors kicked and then
stopped. A further attempt was not successful. A
decision was made to make a Mayday and I heard Richard
Winning's voice call the Mayday. The exact words that
Richard used, I don't wish to quote because that would
be subject to a recording, but to the best of my
knowledge, it was, Winston Churchill, Mayday, Mayday,
Winston Churchill, which was acknowledged. I was
subsequently advised that the Mayday was in fact made
using, not the single ...... band radio, which
apparently was out of order, but was made using a VHF
radio, which in itself was remarkable given the limited
range. The conversation between Richard Winning and
the person responding, which I understocd was the
Endeavour, was as to the number of persons, and I
recall the responsc being nine, that we had two life
rafts and I don't recall any other information, T don't
recall a latitude and longitude being given. The
vessel continued on to my recollection with the storm

Jib being used and a decision was made to ease the
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sheets in that storm 7Jib and subsequently lowered.
That was done. And we then continued under bharce poles.
It was clear that the vessel was continuing to make
water and would ultimately sink. I assisted in
retrieving the two life rafts which were stored in the
main saloon and these were passed up to the deck where
they were stowed near the navigator's saloon or
coachhouse on the windward side of the vessel. The
vessel at that stage as I understand was travelling
pessibly at threce-quarters to the sea and wind under
bare poles and the vessel was gradually slowing down as
wez gradually filled with water. Life jackets were
issued and all members stayed on deck, donned life
jackets, with the exception of John Stanley, who
continued to try and identify the source of water and
generally review the situation down below,
Subsequently, John came on deck and the boat gradually
lost speed, several large waves passed over the back of
the boat and ran water across the deck and I would
describe that as hexng pooped, I think it's P-0-0-P-E-—
D, 1s the nautical expression, as a wave came behind
the stern of the vessel and a large volume of water
then ran across the vessel. The decision was made to
Launch the life rafts, once the vessel was very low in
the water and we had miniwum forward movement, I recall
retrieving a knife from the boom vang in order that, if
necessary we had a knife to cut the life rafts clear

once we launched them. The life rafts were taken by
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some other members of the crew to the starboard side of
the wvessel, I'm sorry, 1t'd be the, 1it'd be the
portside of the vessel, they were taken to the portside
of the vessel, which was the leeward side on that
occasion and in fact it was the leeward side throughout
the whole, the portside was the lecward side from the
time of the knockdown, till we the time we actually
left the board. At that stage the decks were almost
awash and the decision was then made to launch the life
rafts. Both lifc rafts were launched almost at the
same timc and both inflated. The life rafts were
attached to the vessel by lines and the smaller life
raft was occupied by four of the crew and I think I
would've been one cf the last of the crew members to
leave the wvessel. I recall that T hadn't taken the
knife that I'd placed in a sailbag prior to that
manceuvre as I assumed that whoever had tied the life
rafts would have tied them in such a way that they'd
become undone. As I left the vessel I launched myself
in the water and T found that my mobility was extremely
impeded by the device I had on which was a life vest
which reduced one's ability to swim considerably, I
became aware that the vessel was at that stage, that's
the Winston Churchill was sinking at the line between
the Winston Churchill and the life raft, to which I
proposed to hop into was tight and pulling the raft
down with the vessel. That caused me extreme concern

but there was little I could do about it. There was a
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large bang or a bang sound, like a tyrc bursting and
that T felt the line, which was undcrneath my body, go
slack and the life raft, the line had obviously broken
off from the life raft. I had great difficulty in
getting aboard, I think I was one of the last members
aboard the life raft, I, I recall that I wasn't able to
gcramble in by mysclf, no watter how hard I tried, and
I had to be assisted in, and this was the six man raft,
The problem with getting inte the raft was that the
sides of the raft were quite high physically for me to
get into and T was impeded by the life jacket which had
a large area on the chest, so the jacket itself almost
stopped you from getting into the raft. I was sort of
pulled and pushed into the raft and the two rafts then
with five in my raft and four in the other, drifted off
the Winston Churchill, which had disappeared. The two
life rafts were secured by a line together and both
life rafts had their own drogues attached to them, as
I understood it. The conditions inside the life raft
were comfortable and very, very reassuring, the five of
us were 1in there, we were $itting in a star formation
with our feet towards cach other, our heads resting con
the side and positioned around the circumference of the
raft which was squarc. Shortly thereafter the line
between the two rafts broke or snapped for some reason,
by reason of the rafts moving at different speeds
across the scaway. We attempted to bail the raft and

we inspected the eguipment on the raft and noticed,
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tock an inventory of what was 1in the bag, we made
various attempts using sgeaboots and a little bailer
which is applied to cmpty water ocut of the raft, there
was a considerable volume of it in the raft. The canopy
of the raft had been activated and we were protected by
a canopy from the eclements. We were not in a position
to observe the sca state because we were virtually
enclosed inside this canopy. We would have been in the
raft, I suppose, for best part of three-quarters of an
hour, when a very, very large wave took us and threw us
around guite violently. As a result of that our bodies
were thrown on top of e¢ach other and the end of the
quite horrific movement of the raft when we came to
rest and this was associated with the sound of a very,
very large wave, the raft was still upright and we were
jumbled on top of each other and John Stanley was in
significant pain and for a man that doesn’t complain I
was aware that he was in very, very significant pain.
He informed us that hc had injured his hip and his leg
and I was not awarc that at that time that he had in
fact had torn the tendons in his hip. And I was aware
that John had artificial hips and also he had fractured
his ankle. As I understand this injury arose by the
fact that the bodies were thrown around and he wag
caught underncath other persons' bodies by the movement
in the floor of the raft and the way we were thrown
around. A decision was then made that we should all

lie parallel with each other and that position was
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subsequently adopted and I recall that I was lying next
to John Deane with Michacl next to me and the other
crew members also sprecad along like a little row of
sausages in the ratft. We continued in that way, we
continued in that way for maybe, it's very had to give
the description of time, but we were aware that there
was a lot of movement in the canopy, lot of high
velocity wind and spray, but the raft scemed to be
moving guite quickly and we were able to observe the
other raft in the distance. I recall then a very loud
rushing of water, sound of a huge movement of water and
the raft again being taken very quickly and we
travelled at considerable speed and I'm not too sure
whether it was on this occasion that we were actually
tipped but I think not, I think we had at least two
more experiences where the raft remained upright, but
again very violent movement. This time the bodies, we
were able to brace curselves and again the raft filled
up with water and we started to bail it, It was
completely dark, I recall looking at my watch and T
recall it was approximately 12.30 or thereabouts. I
recall that we were in good spirits and I recall that
we had to brace ourselves as these, the sound of the
rushing water camc towards us. Sometime I would say
after 12.30, T recall another guite violent, it might
have been before 12.30 but another violent movement of
water and again the raft being thrown and our bodies

going everywhere and when we came to rest, the raft was
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upside down. The canopy, what was the floor became the
canopy, and 1t was pressing on our heads and we
physically pushed 1t up to remove the water which had
formed in a dish. We werce all still intact, the canopy
of the raft became the floor of the raft and in that
section of the raft which acted to hold the canopy in
place we used to sort of stand on and support our
weight. I think we all had on, possibly with the
exception of John Stanley, our buoyancy vests and again
we were in good spirits. I think at that stage the bag
of flares and other material which had been in the raft
had gone and the rcason for that being I recall that we
may have attcempted move that bag and the line attached
te the bag may have been undone, The raft remained
upside down and appeared to be guite stable, several
large waves hit us and we seemed to travel all right.
However, it was gquite clear that we had a problem with
oxygen and air and we were 1in a sealed situation.
There was a discussion as to what we should do and I
recall that it was a calm discussion, I recall that
Michael Bannister suggested that he should go outside
the exit and attempt to right the raft. I recall that
it was pitch black, I recall that I was extremely
concerned that he should attempt this and I recall
saylng to him, "Michael, it's death out there, T
wouldn't recommend it". I think at that stage we all
decided that the raft was travelling as it was upside

down in a comfortable fashion and perhaps more stable
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than it was in the other way and if we were to make
hole in the bottom of the raft to get air that would be
the way toc go. We had torches available, I had a small
torch and we selected a section which we thought was
reinforced in the floor and we cut a small incision
there and using that incision we were able to get air
into the area where we occupied. In my opinion there
was not more than 10 minutes then passed before there
was another large explosion of water and we were again
thrown a considcrable distance and spun in the raft
with bodies going everywherc and ended up right way up.
At that stage we became that a section of the floor had
ripped and it was continuing to rip, the canocpy had
also started to disintegrate. We remained inside the
raft and the remnants of the raft in that position and
was struck by several other large waves with similar
results of being thrown around and on each occasion the
floor of the raft further disintegrated as did the
canopy. We reached a stage where we were still inside
the raft, it was dark and we were mainly supporting
curselves on the pneumatic section, which would either
be in the upright position, which is the position the
raft would be, had we had a floor and the canopy
section would make the roof, or otherwise the raft had
turned over and it would then become a bottom section,
either way it recally didn't matter very much. As I
recall in a decisicon sometime after 12.30 and certainly

before 2.30 and c¢lcser to 2.30 than 12.30, we was in
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this peosition, we wore all 1n good spirits, I was aware
that John was 1in pain, we were bracing ourselves for
these waves as they came and I recall saying to Jim
Lawler that I thought I would attach a life harness
which I had taken with wme, which I looped back on
itself onto my safety harness, around the pneumatic
section which formed the support for the roof. I
recall Jim replied, Well, that can't do any harm,
Gibbo" or words to that effect. Whereupon I, I did
just that. I think 1t was that action that saved my
life. We continued in this manner for some time, again
with very big scas striking us, the raft being thrown
around and bracing ourselves, with little or nothing to
hang onto in the raft and I recall that it had settled
down, we were all more or less, I think, dozing, that's
not perhaps the rxght word, I think we were each
reflecting on the s:tuation, I don't know that anybody
had any real concern about it, except that the water
wasn't freezing cold, it was c¢old but it wasn't
unpleasant. We were all Q.K, as ......... as we all
felt, then without warning I felt a tug on my harness
and I was taken, without any warning at all, without
any even sound, at terrific speed into what becane
tumbling white water, it was an extraordinary
experience, I, I was travelling very vast speeds, it
was 1f I'd cracked the biggest wave of my whole life.
And I continued on this manner, it was just a rushing,

tumbling noise deafening experience — - -
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SENIOR CONSTABLE GRAY

It's 3.49, we'll just suspend this interview and change
the tapes.

SUSPENDED

RESUMED

SENIOR CONSTABLE GRAY

3.51pm Wednesday, the 27th of January, 1999, This
interview between Gibson and Gray continued.

I'd just like to reccap a few things that I recall,
firstly, when I was thrown across the saloon of the
Winston Churchill I c¢racked my hcad, not that I think
1t affected my judgement but I was bleeding profusely
from a large scalp wound and I also believe at that
time, one of my, my, I only had the cone contact lens
in, that may from time to time become unfocused. By
the time I actually got in the raft I believe that the
second contact lens had become misplaced so that my
vision was extremely myopic, though I deon't think it
made any difference to the situation. I suppose I
could best describe myself as being a Mr Magoo in the
middle of a hurricane, but I knew enough going on to
realise exactly what was going on. I most certainly
could read my watch and I could somewhat myopically
assess situations, so I really don't think it made any
difference to my position, except it made me feel
somewhat more vulnerable than I would've otherwise
felt. I recall that as we just finished that last

tape, I was describing what happened when I was
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suddenly taken by my harness and carried down a wave.
I believe that at the tiwme of this event the raft had
probably risen on the face of a very high wall of water
and been tipped and then came into the breaking wave.
I believe that we didn't hear anything on that occasion
was that perhaps the wave itself hadn't broken and only
subsequently started to break when the raft came down
the face of the wave. The subscquent experience was
that of moving in a very, very large surf, in a very,
very large wave, at high speed over a considerable
distance. I don't recall that I had problem with
breathing and I recall that the pressure on my harness
subsided and I found myself inside the raft in white
water. I recall looking around and there was no-one
else in sight. I heard a voice, which I recocgnised to
be John Stanley, and he cngquired who's there, or words
to that effect. I replied, "It's Gibbo" and John
subsequently emerged inside the raft and I assumed that
he had in fact been hanging on and thrown outside the
raft, I didn't obscrve how John managed to maintain
contact with the raft but he subseguently advised me
and you'd have to refer to his statement, that he'd
taken a handhold of the pneumatic section which was the
same section to which I fastened my life harness.
Looking back on what happened I can only conclude that
the raft was taken at great speed and tumbled in white
water over considerably distance with considerable

force and unless one had actually a handhold on, as did
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