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You shouldn’t have 
joined: a memoir

General Sir Peter Cosgrove

Allen and Unwin, Sydney, 2020

Reviewed by Ross Boyd

General Sir Peter Cosgrove AK CVO 
MC (Retd) was not one of those obvi-
ously destined for greatness, but he 
definitely had it thrust upon him.

Life story
In his most recent offering, Sir Peter 
fills in some of the gaps since his ear-
lier memoir, My Story, published in 
2006. There is plenty of new mate-
rial in You shouldn’t have joined, and 
many insights and anecdotes tracing 
his life’s story, from humble beginnings 
as the son of an enlisted soldier in the 
1950s and 60s through to his retire-
ment from the Australian Army as the 
Chief of the Defence Force in 2005. It 
then picks up where My Story left off, 
illuminating his experience on several 
high profile Australian boards includ-
ing QANTAS and Rugby Australia, 
his service leading both State and 
Commonwealth government recovery 

efforts in the aftermath of devastating 
natural disasters and, of course, his 
role as Australia’s 26th Governor-
General from 2014 to 2019.

It’s certainly a broad canvas on which 
Sir Peter paints a fascinating picture 
of a life characterised by a sense of 
public duty and service, the impor-
tance of family, good humour and a 
touch of the larrikin.

Luck or hard work?
In many respects, it’s a remarkable 
story. In his characteristic self-dep-
recating and conversational style, Sir 
Peter professes to have had an enor-
mous amount of luck on this journey. 
He recounts how first as a colonel, 
and again later as a brigadier he was 
informed by his army career man-
ager that he had most likely reached 
ceiling rank. On the first occasion he 
acknowledges he was disappointed 
but not surprised, given at a time the 
army was reducing its top-heavy rank 
structure and there was intense com-
petition for promotion. He resolved 
not to drop his bundle and to continue 
to do the best job he could. Then a 
few months later, ‘blow me down…
the same chap was on the phone to 
tell me that by the end of the year I 
was to be promoted to Brigadier’. 
The same story occurred later, when 
he was the Commandant of the Royal 
Military College, through sheer seren-
dipity, the Commander 1st Division 
position became available and Sir 
Peter was selected. A great example 
of being in the proverbial right place at 
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the right time. It was from this position 
he took command of the International 
Force East Timor (INTERFET). Within 
weeks he was appearing on television 
screens across Australia and around 
the world. His magnificent perfor-
mance in East Timor propelled him to 
subsequent high office.

To defy the odds and secure promo-
tion is one thing, but You shouldn’t 
have joined gives wonderful insights 
into the nature of the bloke and leads 
inevitably to the conclusion that luck 
had very little to do with his success.

Leadership
Here is the story of a man with the kind 
of leadership qualities that Australians 
most admire – compassion, humil-
ity, empathy and self-deprecating 
humour. To paraphrase Rudyard 
Kipling, Cosgrove is as comfortable 
walking in the company of kings and 
queens, prime ministers and presi-
dents, as he is talking with crowds, 
yarning with the average punter or his 
beloved diggers. Add to these qual-
ities his political nous and strategic 
acumen and you have a study in lead-
ership that should be read by every 
Australian who aspires to greatness, 
whether in the military, the boardroom 
or in parliament.

Family
It would be easy for Sir Peter to 
focus his memoir on himself alone. 
Refreshingly for someone in such 
high office, again and again Sir Peter 
credits his successful career to the 
support of his beloved wife Lynne and 
his three sons. Recalling his time as a 
‘newly minted’ company commander 
in the 5/7 Battalion in 1975, he writes 
‘the best part was that I met the most 
wonderful girl, my life partner, mother 
to the Cosgrove tribe and my wife of 
44 years: Lynne, the reason for all the 
rest that follows’.

Whether as an army wife re-establish-
ing a warm and loving family home on 
enumerable postings around Australia 
and abroad or maintaining a relent-
less five years of social engagements 
as the Governor-General’s partner, Sir 
Peter acknowledges the enormous 
unpaid and often unrecognised role 
Lady Lynne Cosgrove played.

Life as Governor-General
Sir Peter apportions several chapters 
of the memoir to lifting the veil on his 
time as Governor-General. Honoured 
to be appointed to this high office, 
Sir Peter describes in illuminating 
detail the exercise of the Governor-
General’s constitutional powers, 
as well as the informal duties of the 
office – as cheer leader, encourager, 
acknowledger and mourner-in-chief. 
He dispels ill-informed assumptions 
about privilege and prestige in this 
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office. In reality, it’s an enormous and 
unrelenting amount of hard work.

Getting down to what might best 
be described as the ‘nuts and bolts’ 
duties of the office, Sir Peter’s descrip-
tions of what might be considered 
mundane, such as the Governor-
General’s role as the president of 
the Federal Executive Council, show 
just how seriously he took his official 
duties. In his five years, he chaired 
137  such meetings and considered 
2,489  items, including senior judicial 
appointments. Each of these items 
came with long explanatory memo-
randums that needed to be carefully 
read. Where appropriate, Sir Peter 
required the responsible minister to 
explain some of the detail. Having 
been the victim of ministers’ inquisi-
torial questioning of detail himself as 
Chief of the Defence Force, Sir Peter 
notes with some irony that the shoe 
was now on the other foot. Of course, 
this didn’t stop him from asking the 
difficult questions, but as he says, ‘I 
could feel their agony but my opinion 
was that we just had to get it right’.

Just an ordinary bloke
While his official duties were clearly 
important, Sir Peter also describes 
many of the informal duties he 
undertook with Lady Cosgrove, in 
particular the importance of acknowl-
edging Australians contributing their 
time and effort to our community. 
His commitment to encouraging 
and recognising those in our com-
munity in need of our understanding 

and support – including people with 
disabilities, First Nations Australians 
and our often unsung volunteers – 
is indicative of his love for his fellow 
Australians. It’s amazing to think that 
in his time as Governor-General, 
Sir Peter officiated at 4,200  official 
events, 800  of these overseas and, 
often with Lady Cosgrove at his side, 
hosted more than 230,000  people 
at either Government House in 
Canberra or Admiralty House, the 
official residence in Sydney. He 
jokes that ‘his mates gleefully opine 
that he would attend the opening of 
an envelope, and when opening a 
fridge door would immediately say: 
“Distinguished guest, ladies and gen-
tlemen…” as the light came on!”’ 
Joking aside, the reader who reflects 
on these numbers can immediately 
discern enormous commitment and 
a huge amount of hard work over his 
5 years and 95 days in office.

Significant events as G-G
Having gained insights into Sir Peter’s 
character, it comes as no surprise to 
the reader that time and again the 
government turned to him to rep-
resent Australian interests abroad. 
As a great lover of sport, Sir Peter 
no doubt enjoyed attending the 
Olympics and Paralympics in Rio in 
2016, but not all engagements were 
such joyous occasions. As Sir Peter 
acknowledges himself, the shooting 
down of MH17 by a Russian-made 
missile over Ukraine on 17 July 2014 
was a watershed moment during 
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his time in office. In an instant, this 
heinous crime took the lives of 298 
souls, including 38 Australians. In one 
of the more emotional sections of the 
book, Sir Peter records how within 
hours he was leading the nation’s 
condolences to those who had lost 
loved ones. Then, days later, he and 
Lady Cosgrove were racing to get to 
the Netherlands in time to represent 
Australia at the ceremony to receive 
the remains of the deceased, recov-
ered from the crash site.

Sitting on the tarmac with other digni-
taries, Sir Peter describes the scene: 
‘As the caskets came into view at 
the start of the ceremony, distraught 
members of the crowd called out their 
grief, and you would have had to be 
made of stone not to be desperately 
sad for those bereaved people.’

It’s a deeply moving chapter of the 
book. Apart from sadness, Sir Peter’s 
acknowledgement of the role played 
by members of the Australian Federal 
Police, Australian Defence Force and 
our diplomatic corps as part of the 
recovery operation are bound to also 
invoke great pride in being Australian.

Perspectives
Sir Peter’s experience in high office 
gave him a unique perspective on 
several controversial issues; these 
included the Governor-General’s 
powers of dismissal, reconciliation 
with Indigenous Australians and cli-
mate change. Sir Peter is not afraid 
to share his personal views on these 

matters of ongoing national impor-
tance and debate.

Perhaps the question Sir Peter was 
most often asked during his time as 
the Governor-General concerned his 
views on the question of whether 
Australia should become a repub-
lic. While in office, he confesses 
to becoming ‘a dab hand at step-
ping delicately through this issue’. 
However, he has clearly thought 
deeply on the issue and consid-
ered all the angles for and against, 
as he devotes an entire chapter to 
this question. Cutting to the chase, 
and noting that ultimately it really is 
a matter for the people to decide, 
he concludes that he will take some 
convincing that any proposal is for the 
better if it ‘…dilutes the responsibility 
and authority of our system of parlia-
mentary government’.

On this and the other weighty issues 
discussed, politicians and policymak-
ers would be wise to heed his sage 
advice.

Controversy and reflection
Recounting his time as a cadet at 
the Royal Military College Duntroon 
in the 1960s, Sir Peter turns to an 
episode of his life that on reflection 
he regrets and wishes to atone. As 
many fellow graduates of the Royal 
Military College of his generation 
know, bullying among cadets – or 
bastardisation as it was infamously 
to become known – was common. 
It could be funny and taught cadets 
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the importance of punctuality, clean-
liness and personal organisation. It 
also served to bond members of the 
same class intake closer together 
and worked as a leveller ‘so that even 
the most self-confident, capable and 
high-performing junior cadets would 
not get ahead of themselves’.

Sir Peter acknowledges that as a 
young and not particularly organ-
ised cadet he ‘certainly copped it’, 
and as a senior cadet he ‘certainly 
handed it out’. But Sir Peter is quick 
to acknowledge that sometimes it 
went too far and left lasting scars on 
its victims. While his own involvement 
in the practice over 50 years ago was 
nothing out of the ordinary, Sir Peter 
has reflected on it and apologised 
to those he may have inadvertently 
harmed. For mine, it’s a measure of 
the man that he has now publicly 
done so.

Why read this book?
Historians, political scientists and 
commentators looking for the inside 
scoop on the private discussions that 
went on behind the scenes ahead of 
momentous decisions Sir Peter was 
privy to are likely to be disappointed. 
As one should expect, Sir Peter has 
maintained the confidentiality of the 
conversations and material in which 
he was entrusted.

Rather, this book is aimed at the aver-
age Australian punter: the ordinary 
folk who routinely volunteer, to the 
men and women he has served with, 

to the mums and dads who entrusted 
him with the lives of their children in 
earlier days, and to his fellow sports 
loving Australians. In fact, his audi-
ence is anyone who has wondered 
what goes on behind all the cere-
mony and glamour that is often the 
public face of the Governor-General’s 
office. The conversational tone of the 
prose, filled as it is with humorous as 
well as poignant anecdotes, brings 
the reader ‘into the same room as the 
man’ and as such very much speaks 
to his audience.

At a time when many Australians 
might be questioning the character 
of our national leaders, it is refresh-
ing to know that men like Sir Peter 
Cosgrove still exist. Exemplifying the 
attributes of duty and selfless ser-
vice, combined with humility, good 
humour and sound judgement, Sir 
Peter’s memoir restores faith in those 
to whom we entrust high office and 
has the power to inspire.

We have all seen this man in his 
public guise, some have seen and 
felt his command presence, but 
now everyone has an opportunity to 
understand his life’s journey and move 
with him along its illustrious pathway 
of achievement, honour, gains and 
losses. Sir Peter Cosgrove’s memoir 
is a must-read if you wish to develop 
an appreciation of one of Australia’s 
finest sons. His is a model for all to 
emulate in work, duty and life.
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