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Sir John Northcott 

(1 August 1946 – 31 July 1957) 

Chris Cunneen 

The 30th representative of the Crown in New South Wales, John North-
cott, was the first Australian to be State or colonial Governor.1 It was only 
after extraordinary pressure from the Premier William McKell that King 
George VI, advised by the British Government, agreed to the selection. 

Birth and military career 

John Northcott was born on 24 March 1890 at Creswick, Victoria, eldest 
son of English-born parents: his father, also named John, owned a 
general store in the nearby town of Dean, his mother was Elizabeth, née 
Reynolds. Young John was the eldest of four sons and one daughter. 
Educated at Dean State School and Grenville College, Ballarat, he was a 
keen member of the school cadets. He was also an enthusiastic horse 
rider, so in 1908 he enlisted in the Ninth Light Horse Regiment, a militia 
unit. Deciding on a full time career in the Army he passed the entry 
examinations and in 1912 joined the Permanent Military Forces as a Lieu-
tenant on the Administrative and Instructional Staff. He was posted to 
Tasmania. On the outbreak of World War I he transferred to the Aust-
ralian Imperial Force and in August 1914 was appointed Adjutant of the 
12th Battalion, based at Anglesea Barracks, Hobart.2 

Northcott’s service record at this time described the 24 year old as 
five feet eight and a half inches tall, with a fair complexion and blue eyes. 
His Battalion left for Egypt in October 1914. On Sunday, 25 April 1915, 
Northcott was one of the first to land at Anzac Cove, Gallipoli. He was 
wounded within hours of reaching the beach. His diary records his 
experience that day: 

4.30 a.m. Transferred to Tow boats in breaking dawn (too late) under 
heavy fire. Col Howley shot in the spine. Lt Sackfille RH shot in head. 
Towed ashore by Navy pinnace got a bullet thro cap. Cutting away badge. 
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 Survived by his two daughters, Sir John died on 4 August 1966 in his 
home at Wahroonga. After a State funeral with military honours, and a 
service at St Stephen’s Presbyterian Church, conducted by his friend and 
former pastor Gordon Powell, Northcott was cremated. Sir John’s por-
trait, in uniform, painted by HA Hanke, is held at Government House, 
Sydney. 
 In 1968 the electorate of Northcott was named after the late Gover-
nor. It ceased to exist in 1998. In January 1975 his daughter, Mrs Nash, 
launched one of the “Lady” class of Sydney ferries, named after promi-
nent NSW women, including Governors’ and Lieutenant-Governors’ 
wives. Over 30 years later, the Lady Northcott, built in the State Dock-
yard, Newcastle, remained in service on Sydney Harbour.64 
 In 1995 the NSW Society for Crippled Children, which had been 
established by the Rotary Club of Sydney in 1929, and of which Sir John 
had been patron during his term as Governor, was renamed the Northcott 
Society in his honour.65 In 2009, as Northcott Disability Services, it 
continued to support people with a wide range of physical disabilities and 
to help commemorate Sir John’s notable contribution to the public life of 
Australia and to his adopted State, New South Wales.  
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