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THE last man to be rescued from the
Zeebrugge ferry disaster has spoken
of how he takes 6every day as a bonus7
30 years on from the tragedy.

A memorial service was held in
Dover on Monday to commemorate
the 30th anniversary of the sinking of
the Herald of Free Enterprise.

The Dover ferry capsized just
moments after leaving the Belgian
port of Zeebrugge on the evening of
March 6, 1987. The accident claimed
the lives of 193 people.

With many of the ferry passengers
being from Kent, survivors, and the
family and friends of those affected by
the disaster, packed out St Mary3s

Church on Monday morning for the
memorial service.

More than 400 people gathered to
listen to the names of the victims
being read out throughout the cere-
m o ny.

Shortly afterwards, a private ser-
vice was organised by Dover Harbour
Board, during which relatives of the
victims cast flowers from the Prince of
Wales pier.

One of the survivors who attended
the commemorations was 6 8 - ye a r- o l d
Brian Gibbons . the last man to be
rescued from the wreck.

At the time, Mr Gibbons had
boarded the vessel from Zeebrugge to
Dover as a lorry driver. He was
winched to safety by Belgian d ive r s
after spending more than seven hours
trapped in the capsized ferry.

Mr Gibbons said: 6N u m e ro u s
people died, but I am one of the lucky
ones . I survived. The reason I attend
these ceremonies is to try and keep the
memory of the 193 who didn3t sur-
v ive.

6I take every day as a bonus. It
makes me realise sometimes we don3t
know how lucky we are. We take life
for granted too often.7

Speaking of the tragic night 30 years
ago, he said: 6I boarded the vessel and
got ready to go to bed. I first realised
there was a major problem when I got
thrown out of the bunk I was staying
in and then two other drivers
appeared, who were both injured.

6I couldn3t see anything because it
was pitch black. I decided I would try
and raise help, and after a few hours
we all thought that no one knew we
were there.7

Mr Gibbons had managed to crawl
into the corridor from his bunk and
made a hole in the wall to let air in.

6I kept tapping with a watch on the
pipes in the corridor section,7 he said.
6It was a case of hoping the tide hadn3t
turned to start coming in.

6As the watch was breaking I kept
parts of it down my underpants . it
sounds frivolous now but it was a
necessity to keep bits to tap with.

6Luckily enough the divers had
heard us tapping on the pipes. They
winched the other two drivers and
then came back to rescue me through
a hole in the wall. I was helicoptered to

hospital and flown back to the UK
24 hours later.7

Sadly, one of the men in Mr
G i bb o n3s bunk fell down the cor-
ridor . which would have been
turned into a well full of debris.

The MP for Dover and Deal,
Charlie Elphicke, also paid his
respects at the ceremony.

He said: 6This is the 30th
anniversary of a tragedy our
nation will never forget. One hun-
dred and ninety-three lost their
lives . and it is important we
commemorate that, mark that
and remember what happened.

6You can never have closure,
but it3s important people feel they
are not alone and their neigh-
bours and community stand with
them together in fellowship and
understand them.7

A public inquiry into the dis-
aster established that the ferry3s
bow doors had been left open,
allowing the sea to immediately
flood the docks.

Since the sinking, improve-
ments have been made to the
design of roll-on, roll-off ferries,
with watertight ramps, indicators
showing the position of the bow-
doors and the banning of undi-

vided decks.
The incident caused the highest

death count of any peacetime
maritime disaster involving a
British ship since the sinking of
HMY Iolaire on January 1, 1919,
near Stornoway, Isle of Lewis,
where at least 205 perished of the
280 aboard.

A commemoration of the
Zeebrugge disaster is held every
year at St Mary3s Church by the
Sailors3 S o c i e t y.

Retired and still-active sea-
farers were present at the church,
where, over the centuries, many
maritime disasters have been
c o m m e m o r at e d .

The service was conducted by
St Mary3s team Rector the Rev-
erend John Walker with the
address by the former Bishop of
Liverpool, James Jones KBE, who
was educated for eight years at
the Duke of York3s RM School. In
his address, he spoke of the love
shown by those who lost relatives
and friends in the disaster,
adding: 6You are keeping your
love alive by being here today.
Love lives for ever.7

In the congregation there was
also a sprinkling of crew mem-

bers who, for a variety of reasons,
had not sailed on the Townsend
Thoresen ferry on that fateful last
voya g e.

The night assistant, bosun
Mark Stanley, slept and failed to
close the ship3s bow doors. And
the sea gushed in.

Mourners all stood in silence
while representatives of the Sail-
ors3 Society read aloud for ten
minutes in alphabetic order the
names of the 193 men, women and
children who died that terrible
night. The dead included 38 mem-
bers of the crew, most of whom
lived in the Dover area.

Among those at the service
were Mayor of Dover Neil Rix and
chairman of Dover District Coun-
cil Mrs Sue Chandler.

They were joined by a contin-
gent of Belgians, including divers
who played a major role in the
rescue operation that saved more
than 340 passengers and crew
from the doomed ferry as it lay
capsized on its side on a sand-
bank.

The Belgians, and members of
the Royal Navy, figured in gal-
lantry awards that followed res-
cue operations. George Medals
were also awarded for bravery.

The Reverend Mark Warner, of
the Sailors3 Society, and Dover
port chaplain David Slater, played
a part in the service, during
which the Belgians handed over
to Dr John Walker the Herald3s
ship bell, which had been rescued
by one of the divers.

6It is intended, once permis-
sions have been obtained, for the
bell to be placed in St Mary3s
Church near the Herald memorial
w i n d ow.

And once again, floral tributes
in memory of the lost were floated
by 45 bereaved relatives in the sea
from the Prince of Wales pier, now
under reconstruction.

Numbers had to be restricted
for safety reasons.

A number of memorial services
were held at Zeebrugge on
Monday and during the week-
end.

2Every day
is a bonus
when you
feel lucky
to be alive3
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Survivor of Zeebrugge ferry disaster speaks from heart at Dover memorial service
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