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He’s the working-class lad who became a military hero and Governor-
General. But Sir Peter Cosgrove couldn’t have done it without his Lynne. 
The soulmates talk to Juliet Rieden about love, family and a royal picnic. 

A love story 
for the ages

Sir Peter & Lady COSGROVE

PHOTOGRAPHY by PHILIP CASTLETON •  STYLING by JAMELA EJJAMAI 
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Exclusive

I
t’s 1976, Peter Cosgrove is 
scrabbling in his pocket for 20 cent 
pieces and starting to sweat. He’s in 
a public telephone box outside the 
officer’s mess, making the most 

important phone call of his life, and 
he’s running out of coins. “I had notes 
but you can’t shove notes in the 
phone,” he says with a gentle smile.  
“I didn’t want to ring off and then come 
back on, so I said to the exchange lady 
‘I’ve just proposed to my girlfriend 
and she said yes and we’re just 
continuing to chat but I’ve no more 
coins’. The operator chirped, ‘Ah, that’s 
all right, darling, you just keep going’.”

This is typical Sir Peter, a lesson in 
how to overcome obstacles using 
straight-talking candour and larrikin 
charm. On the other end of the line, 
his wife-to-be, Lynne Payne, was 
expecting if not the call, then certainly 
the proposal. The couple had been 
dating throughout 1975 and both 
were ready for the next step. At the 
time, Peter was working at the Army’s 
Infantry Centre at Singleton in NSW’s 
Hunter Valley. His job, training new 
company commanders, was important 
and an honour, but he says “the  
only drawback was that Lynne was 
working and living in Sydney”. 

They pursued “a highway 
romance”, hitting the road to snatch 
as much time together as possible. 
Then, just before Christmas, Peter went 
overseas for work and on the way 
back, stopped off in Hong Kong, 
where he bought a diamond. “I think 
I’d sort of been sending thought 
waves,” says Lynne laughing, who 
confesses she may have planted the 
seed. Only Peter’s homecoming gift 
was “two beautiful Hermès scarves 
for me” but no ring, Lynne adds.  
She rationalised. February was her 
28th birthday, perhaps that would  
be the day.

Then, over the New Year, Peter  
was promoted to Major and on the 
evening of the phone call he had been 
at a mess function – “a lounge suit 
job” – feeling a bit out of place. “I’m a 
single officer, and I’m looking around 
at all these military officers with their 
lovely wives, it’s a beautifully relaxed 
evening, candlelight dinner, ladies 

looking fabulous, and I thought, to 
hell with this being single stuff.” In a 
carpe diem moment of clarity, Peter 
rushed out to the phone box; there 
was no time to waste!

“I didn’t muck around. I told her 
about the night and how I was missing 
her greatly and said ‘would you marry 
me?’. Lynne immediately agreed and 
we made a pact that we wouldn’t tell 
anybody because we’d see each other 
on the weekend. I was going to drive 
to Sydney and it would be lovely, we’d 
tell our folks.” 

He had actually bought that 
diamond “it was wrapped in some 
tissue paper in his wallet,” says Lynne 
holding out her hand, the jewel still 
sparkling. But Lynne had been at 
home having dinner with a girlfriend 
when Peter rang. She had already 
heard snippets from Lynne’s end of  
the phone call so knew something  
was up, and in Singleton Peter was 
bursting with excitement. “I went 
back in to the officers’ mess and Lynne 
turned to Margaret, her friend, who 
was sitting next to her and we both 
immediately blabbed. I got into the 
mess and I saw these two pals and  
I said, ‘guess what. I’ve just proposed, 
and she said yes!’”

Boy to man 
Peter Cosgrove was born in the 
Sydney suburb of Paddington in 1947. 
It was then a relatively poor area, 
packed with terraced houses sitting 
cheek by jowl, but for maverick Peter 
it was a glorious playground of 
“streets that seemed so long and 
houses so big … with so many ‘goings 
on’. ‘Battlers in Struggle Street’ would 
have been a pretty fair description,” 
he writes in his new memoir, You 
Shouldn’t Have Joined … 

It’s a sequel to his 2006 bestseller, 
My Story, that book intended to be 
“the full stop” as he and Lynne drifted 
off into the sunset following his final 
years in the military.  “I didn’t think 
my further story would be other than 
that of a retired fellow,” he offers. But 
then came a job to match Chief of the 
Defence Force – Governor-General.

The title of this potentially final 
memoir, as well as the wonderful 

spinning-a-yarn writing style, 
is quintessential Sir Peter. “It 
harks back to an old military 
saying: it’s that dry, ironic 
statement typical of a warrant 
officer confronting a group of 
soldiers,” he explains. “Soldier 
X has been given a pretty bad 
job and he looks downcast. 
The sergeant major will say 
something like ‘What are you 
looking at, Private So-and-so, 
you shouldn’t have joined if 
you couldn’t take a joke.’ It’s 
just to say, you do your job 
and do it with good humour.”

Humour and a thrill at 
taking a leading role in life’s 
rich pageant have always 
fuelled the role model Aussie, 
and on those dusty streets, 
Peter and his ragtag group of 
mates were “juvenile kings of 
the world”. His father and 
grandfather had both served in the 
army with wartime action and were  
a significant influence. But his main 
mentor was his mum. 

“Ellen Mary Henrys, then Cosgrove. 
She was fantastic, very intelligent and 
believed in education. She had me 
reading and discussing the newspapers 
when I was really young. I was 
fascinated and it meant that at 
primary school I was lucky; I was 
literate, numerate, and got a flying 
start.” Money was tight but Ellen was 
determined to give her children – Peter 
and older sister Stephanie – the sort of 
schooling she and her husband never 
had. “We would get the best the 
family could afford, so off I went to 
Waverley College,” Peter notes. 

As an adolescent he loved Latin.  
“I think it made me sensitive to 
language,” he muses. Raised strictly 
Catholic, he had already come across 
it through the liturgy at church, its 
classical “euphonics” music to his 
ears. But English was his favourite 
subject. “I believe that English is  
the most beautiful environment for 
expression, whether it’s in the soaring 
prose of masters or in the argot of 
Banjo Paterson or the funny bloke in 
the bar down the road who just keeps 
the mob howling with laughter.”

He was a passionate – but not 
entirely diligent – student, but Peter’s 
future was always going to be in the 
military. “I wanted to be a soldier,” he 
explains. His father counselled him  
to use his education to win a place at 
Royal Military College, Duntroon, 
which was no easy thing, but he 
pulled it off. “Dad said ‘I’ve done 38 
years and I was warrant officer and 
I’m about to become a junior officer, 
a lieutenant … this education you 
have, you should go to officer training’.”

For Peter there was no finer thing  
than to follow in the footsteps of his 
father and grandfather. “ANZAC was 
something legendary. If the two words 
‘Rule Britannia’ stir the hearts of Britons, 
and I think they do, I think ANZAC,  
if you say that word in Australia, for 

most people, their pulse will beat. To try 
to be a modern ANZAC seemed to be 
a noble thing to do, and the other thing 
was – this is boys’ own stuff – we were 
still at war. We’d had WWII, but not long 
after that, when peace had broken out 
everywhere, we were in Korea … and 
then we’ve got the ex-colonies, 
Malaysia, Singapore and then we’ve 
got Vietnam. So, by the time I went  
in, the army was all over the place.”

I ask Peter if it was army life or 
going to war that attracted him. “My 
grandfather had a very happy World 
War I, and my Dad had less action  
in World War II. My grandfather’s 
stories weren’t blood and guts, but 
they did mention fighting. People  
were killed and he was wounded.  
He used to get us to rub our fingers 
along his cheekbone to feel little 
pebbles of shrapnel under the skin. 
Yes, I wanted to go to war but I didn’t 
have any idea what war was.”

Peter writes that he entered 
Duntroon “a very callow youth, 
endlessly tripping along the way and 
flailing around ... but I emerged from 
the four years a different person, still 
uncertain but very determined.”

Shire girl 
Meanwhile, Lynne was enjoying  
a comfortable childhood in the 
Sutherland Shire of Sydney. Her 
father’s family were early pioneers 
who had purchased a block of 
commercial land in Hurstville in the 
1920s and made their fortune. “I had →  

Clockwise from above: The 
Cosgroves have been devoted to one 
another for 44 years. Below: Their 
magical military wedding; Peter in 
Vietnam in 1970. He was awarded  
a Military Cross for his service. 
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an amazing, close family life,” says 
Lynne. “Dad was the youngest of 10 
and Mum the youngest of eight. We 
were one big happy family and we 
had lots of parties. Now we’re fortunate 
because both Mum and Dad’s family 
homes, big Hurstville places, are 
National Trust properties, so I can 
take my grandkids and show them 
where their great grandparents lived. 

Lynne did “okay at school” but  
says she couldn’t wait to “get out  
into the real world”. She answered  
an advert for a junior in the 
advertising department in Curzons 
and Buckingham’s department store. 
She was good at art and worked as a 
layout artist and designer in fashion 
advertising as well as doing some 
copywriting. “It was lots of fun, with 
fashion photography and models and 
artists and crazy people,” she recalls. 

Then at 22 she went travelling.  
“To Hawaii, where I had a cousin, and 
then to LA, New York by myself, a 
real eye opener, and then to London.” 
She especially loved London and, like 
all tourists, took in Buckingham 
Palace. “Growing up, we had lots of 
books about the royal family and 
there was one with photographs of 
Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret as 
babies that I called ‘the bubba book’. 
It was big and leather-bound and I 
thought it was wonderful … On my 
sixth birthday, because the Queen and 
Prince Philip were visiting, and twice 
Dad had taken us to see them but we 
hadn’t been able to get a good look,  
I was allowed to have the day off 
because they were coming up from 
Wollongong back into Sydney. 

“I had this big doll that I’d got for 
my birthday and they drove by very 
slowly. Prince Philip was looking out 
and waving and he obviously noticed 
the little girl with the big dolly and 
pointed to the Queen ... I was in love 
with Prince Philip from my sixth 
birthday on!” 

That sense of wonder was with 
twentysomething Lynne as she stood 
with the crowds outside the gates of 
Buckingham Palace – gates she’d later 
walk through. “I think I must have 
taken a whole reel of film of the 
changing of the guards and then I can 

remember being nearby during the 
garden party season. People were lined 
up to go in, and I used to think, ‘Who 
are these people? Aren’t they lucky’. 
Little did I know what was ahead.”

Coming together 
Peter was also bitten by the travel 
bug. When he graduated from 
Duntroon he was posted to Malaya 
for garrison duty and training. “I 
expected the romance of travel and it 
was there in abundance,” he recalls. 
“Everything was so exciting. The only 
cloud was that I wasn’t going to get to 
Vietnam for a couple of years because 
that’s how long we were going to be 
in Malaya. But I started a lifelong love 
affair with Asia. Food, the smells, the 
sights, the people.”

Nevertheless it was Vietnam he 
hankered for. “I was an infantryman. 
You’re either useful or not much use, 
depending on how you lead in combat 
and that was in Vietnam, not standing 
around in the jungles of Malaya; 
they’re testing enough and that was 
very valuable training, but it’s only 
when there’s an adversary who wishes 
you ill that you get to do what must 

be done. Find them, fight them, defeat 
them and keep your own force, your 
own people safe and sound.”

Just seven months later – “like a 
bolt from the blue” – Peter and his 
best mate from Duntroon were called 
to Vietnam. “Rapturous joy!” he 
writes. It turned out to be a baptism 
of fire but also his making. He was the 
commander of a platoon that had far 
more experience than he did. “These 
men had been shot at, had been in 
fights. I hadn’t.” As “the new guy” 
Peter had to win their respect. It was 
the start of a brilliant career. 

“I was very aggressive in combat. 
My fixation was that if we are vigilant 
and ready to go and here comes some 
enemy towards us, we’ll just go for it, 
like a tiger, leaping out, gotcha, and 
we’ll do it with speed and huge 
aggression, lots of fire power and it’d 
be over before you knew it. It took a 
while for the guys to get used to that, 
but we were good. We didn’t get  
any casualties.”

Did he have to take lives himself? 
“A number of times, yes,” he replies. 
“I took no pleasure in it and I allowed 
myself to feel sadness but not sadness 
to say, what we’re doing is wrong.  
It’s simply there’s a mum and dad on 
that side, maybe there’s a wife and 
children, but it’s war.” 

Peter was awarded the Military 
Cross for gallantry for his time in 
Vietnam and later, back in Australia,  
he was chosen to be the Army Aide  
de Camp (ADC) to the Governor-
General. He was flabbergasted, 
considering himself too “rough around 
the edges” and “flamboyant”, but the 
one-year posting changed his life, 
polishing those edges to build what 
Peter calls “a veneer of sophistication”.  

“In Vietnam I turned out okay  
at the fighting stuff, but now I was  
a fully-fledged adult,” he tells me, 
adding, “it was time to find someone 
to settle down with.

“I prevailed on a 
pal who’d been in  
the army with me  
and was now out  
and working for a 
building society.  
I said ‘mate, you’re 
out there in girl-land, 
have you got any 
beautiful young ladies 
I can ask out?’” 

The friend was 
Terry, who was also 
Lynne’s boss, and as a 
happily married man 
himself, Terry thought 
Lynne should also  
be thinking about 
settling down. “He 
said to me ‘I’ve got 
this mate called 
Cosgrove, he’s got a 
Military Cross, he 
knows how to order  
a good bottle of wine 
because he’s been 
ADC to the Governor-
General, and he’s got  
a very flash sports 
car,” Lynne says, 
chuckling. At the time 
she was embarking  
on another overseas 

jaunt, but many months later, back in 
Australia she received a call. “Peter 
rang me out of the blue looking for 
somebody to take to a formal dining 
night,” she explains. “We decided we 
should go out for dinner first and the 
rest is history.” 

“I loved her from the first moment  
I saw her,” says Peter. And at the 
formal dinner Lynne was a triumph. 
“She looked a million bucks. When 
the commanding officer heard that 
I was bringing a date, he made sure 
she was sitting alongside him and  
said to her ‘How did you get involved 
with a reprobate like Cosgrove?’  
She knocked them dead,” he beams, 
adding: “Within a very short time  
I thought, she’s the girl for me.”

They had a “magic” military 
wedding in December 1976 and Lynne 
gave up work to throw herself in to 
army life, moving to Singleton. Then 
18 months after the wedding, the first 

of their three sons, Stephen, was born. 
“Peter was called out for an urgent 
phone call when I was in labour. It 
was his boss. He said congratulations. 
Peter said, it hasn’t happened yet. He 
said, no, you’re off to staff college in 
America in three months’ time!”

To date, the couple has moved 27 
times, including living in the US, UK 
and India. Peter knows how lucky he 
is. “If you’ve got somebody who will 
allow you to have a loving, viable 
family while you’re running around 
doing all your army stuff, you are 
blessed beyond belief. I get to the new 
place: ‘hey, I’m here, military guy, 
what do you want me to do?’ But the 
drudgery is several miles away and 
wherever we’re living, the endless 
series of boxes, the kids in new 
schools; it’s really tough on Lynne.” 

Peter suggests being a father 
changed him, making him a better 
man. But Lynne doesn’t agree. “Peter 
was a great dad from the minute 
Stephen was born. He adored having 
kids and they’d get lots of cuddles. But 
I don’t think it changed him. It just 
gave him something extra to care for.”

And after 44 years of marriage 
Lynne says it’s Peter’s sense of humour 
that makes them click. “He has me  
in stitches every day.”

New honours 
Peter continued to rise up the  
military ladder but it was in 1999,  
as Commander of the International  
Task Force in East Timor responsible 
for overseeing its transition to 
independence, that he became 
something of a celebrity. It was a 
tough posting fraught with danger 
and for his leadership he was 
promoted to Companion in the 
Military Division of the Order of 
Australia. Chief of Army and 
ultimately Chief of the Defence Force 
in 2002 followed. All of a sudden  
the whole nation knew who Peter 
Cosgrove was.

In December 2004 the couple’s 
second son, Philip, then 25, was 
deployed to Iraq. He had joined the 
army as a cadet and the posting was 
kept secret so he could serve as any 
other soldier without the tag of being →  

Clockwise from 
above: Peter with 
sons (from left) 
Stephen, Philip 
and David at 
Victoria Barracks 
in 2000; Lynne 
loves Peter’s  
sense of humour; 
meeting the Queen 
in 2017; Sir Peter’s 
new memoir.

“I loved Lynne from 
the first moment  

I saw her.”
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the Chief’s boy. “It was a totally 
different feeling with your son going 
away than your husband,” says Lynne. 
“I didn’t want to stop him but from 
the minute he went I couldn’t wait till 
he got back.” Then they received the 
call every parent dreads. “The first 
words were ‘Philip’s fine, but there’s 
been this explosion’,” remembers 
Lynne with a shudder. Philip had  
been involved in a truck bomb.  
“He had some hearing loss, 
fortunately not permanent, and  
minor flash burns from the blast,” 
explains Peter. 

“Welcoming him home at the 
airport was just amazing,” adds Lynne.

Philip eventually left the army and 
works as a physical trainer. Youngest 
son David also joined the army but it 
didn’t suit him. He studied Mandarin, 
with three years in Beijing, and today 
has “a great job in marketing for an 
IT company”. And Stephen is a writer. 
All three are married and Lynne and 
Peter are doting grandparents to three 
grandchildren.

Peter’s illustrious career ended with 
retirement in 2005 and he thought the 
honours were over. But then in March 
2014 he was not only appointed 
Governor-General but knighted. More 
than any of his previous posts, this 
involved Lynne – now Lady Lynne – 
front and centre. “She was so much 
part of the five big years I was 
Governor-General. I couldn’t possibly 
have done it without her,” says Peter. 

Among their many roles, the couple 
hosted numerous royals. “Our first 
were Prince William and the Duchess 
and baby Prince George. They were 
delightful,” says Peter. “Prince George 
was gorgeous, he was just at that age 
and he’d reach out, as if he was going 
to be passed over [to me],” says Lynne. 
“Catherine was lifting him up on her 
hip and we were standing at the door 
talking and he leant over towards me. 

I said, ‘would you mind?’ And I had  
a cuddle with the future king.”

So what is Her Majesty really like? 
“I might be the only Australian to 
have been invested personally by the 
Queen four times,” says Sir Peter 
proudly. “I got an AM from her in 
1985, an AC in 2000, a knighthood in 
2014 and the CVO in 2019. All from 
her hands … You start with a feeling 
of awe because this is, as you would 
say, your actual Queen. This is 1985 
and I’m in her presence and she puts  
a medal on me in Buckingham Palace 
and she said to me words that showed 
that she knew. I’m imagining the 
billions of people in the 
Commonwealth, and here I am, an 
Aussie, and she knows what this 
medal is all about. I thought, ‘wow’.

“When I was Governor-General  
I decided, if the Queen is able to say 
personal words to each person being 
invested, I will do the same. She is an 
Olympian figure, and then when you 
start over subsequent meetings to talk 
to her, you understand just how 
charming, energetic, committed, 
interested she is. She’s a phenomenon.”

The couple’s final audience with  
Her Majesty was perfect. A private 
picnic on the Balmoral estate with 12 
members of the royal family, 11 dogs 
and no household wait staff. The 
Queen drove the couple herself in her 
Range Rover. “She said ‘You’re with 
me, jump in’.” Peter rode shotgun with 
Her Majesty, Lynne was in the back 
and the dorgis [corgi and dachshund 
cross] were in the tray. They arrived  
at a gamekeeper’s hut which had been 
transformed into a “no-frills picnic 
pavilion” for the occasion.

“They made us feel incredibly special,” 
says Lady Lynne. “I felt very honoured to 
be there, and to sit at a table where the 
conversation was like anybody’s Sunday 
lunch. Absolutely relaxed and delightful.

“We had to pinch ourselves about that 
day and all the other days, as we said our 
farewells to this grand lady. She has been 
extraordinary. Each time we saw her,  
it got better and better. The Queen is 
certainly the person of my lifetime.” AWW

 
You Shouldn’t Have Joined …  
by General Sir Peter Cosgrove,  
Allen & Unwin, is out now.

“I rode 
shotgun with 
Her Majesty.”


