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Sir John Young 

(16 May 1861 – 24 December 1867) 

Gareth Griffith 

When Sir John Young arrived in Sydney on 21 March 1861 he found, in 
his own words, “a political storm raging with the utmost violence”.1 At its 
epicentre was the land question about which the two Houses of the 
fledgling NSW Parliament were in serious disagreement. It is too much to 
claim that the very life of responsible government in the colony was at 
stake. Such violence as existed was rhetorical in nature, at the high end of 
the normal range of political disputation admittedly, but by no means 
beyond the bounds of parliamentary culture in New South Wales, where 
bitter personal attacks and emotional outbursts were the common 
currency of debate in the Legislative Assembly. For the colony the stakes 
were high enough. With the reconstruction of the Upper House on the 
agenda, a self governing New South Wales faced its first major con-
stitutional test. For Young, too, the stakes were high. Fresh from a shaky 
stint as Commissioner of the Ionian Islands, he must have been eager to 
prove himself, to show his friends in London that their trust in him was 
not misplaced. An able and experienced politician, Young would need 
every resource at his disposal if his reputation was to survive the chal-
lenges that awaited him. 

Peel’s chief whip 

Born on 31 August 1807 in Bombay, India, the eldest son of Sir William 
Young, first Baronet of Bailieborough in the County of Cavan and East 
India Company director, John Young spent his early years in Ireland, as a 
scion of the Protestant ascendancy. Climbing the ladder of privilege, from 
Eton he went to Corpus Christi College, Oxford, afterwards to be admit-
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combines luck with cunning in politics. Political reputations can hang by 
a thread, a wrong move here, a bad connection there. For Young, it was in 
New South Wales that his luck held out. His reputation here is for sound 
political judgment. His political background and social skills, his tact, his 
willingness to listen and to instruct, made him the right man in the right 
place at the right time.  
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