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From the Archives 
One of the more interesting tasks I have undertaken in my role as Archivist at the School has been to undertake 
research as to how many Past Grammarians have been recipients of awards under the Imperial Honours’ Scheme 
before that system was abolished by the Federal Government in 1975.  This has not been an easy task but I can now 
confidently write that four Past Grammarians have received knighthoods for their contribution to the Australian 
community. 

JOHN LAWRENCE MCKELVEY [1899] was born in Ravenswood and enrolled as a boarder in 1894. He achieved 
excellent results at the New South Wales Junior Examinations in 1896 and was Dux of the School in 1897.  At that 
time a Year 11 student could be named Dux. McKelvey remained at Grammar for another two years and was Head of 
School in 1898 and 1899.  On leaving Grammar he went to St John’s College at the University of Sydney where he first 
completed an Arts’ degree before studying medicine.  While at Grammar he was a member of the first ever Grammar 
sporting team: a then called British Association Football game [soccer].  The team lost 2-0 to the champion team of 
Townsville, the Boomerangs. 

It was in the field of medicine that McKelvey was to make his name.  On graduating he worked in Melbourne for a few 
years before returning to the Prince Alfred Hospital in Sydney where he became a skilful surgeon and lecturer in 
clinical surgery.  He was a foundation fellow of the Royal Australian College of Surgeons and was knighted in January 
1933 for his services to surgery. 

John McKelvey was a keen breeder of thoroughbred horses and a member of the Australian Jockey Club [AJC]. He 
remained life long friends with C.H. Hodges [Headmaster 1889-1900] and W.A. Purves [Second Master 1890-1898] 
who both moved on to become Headmaster at Sydney Church of England Grammar School [Shore].  A reading of the 
History of that School shows that McKelvey was a strong financial supporter of projects at Shore and that he was one 
of four Past Grammarians who acted as a pall bearer at Hodges’ funeral in 1923.  At our School he was remembered 
by the J.L. McKelvey Memorial Prize for Science [1947-1972] and for Academic Proficiency [1973-1975].   

LAWRENCE JAMES WACKETT [1911] spent two years at Grammar. He left the School because he felt that the 
academic emphasis at that time was an impediment for one who was interested in only the practical.  Records show 
that he built a dynamo for his bicycle while still at School and was intensely interested in flying machines. He actually 
built a hot air balloon which burst into flames when a fellow boarder threw a stone at it. He was an excellent 
sportsman and bowled a deceptive googly.  

Wackett joined the newly formed Air Force during World War One and became a legend with his exploits in Europe 
and the Middle East.  He was awarded the DFC and AFC for his bravery during this conflict.  He was to remain in the 
Air Force after the War rising to Air Vice-Marshall at the time of the Korean Conflict.  He is best remembered for his 
design of aircraft, perhaps the most famous being the Wackett Trainer.  After World War Two he designed the CA-15 
which became the fastest piston engine plane ever designed.  He worked for the Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation 
for many years and was knighted in January 1954 for service to the aircraft industry.  The Aerospace Design Centre 
established in 1991 is named after Sir Lawrence Wackett. 

CHARLES WILLIAM DAVIDSON [1914] enrolled at Grammar in 1911.  He was one of the School’s finest athletes 
distinguishing himself in cricket and football.  He enlisted in the AIF in 1916 and served as a Lieutenant in France until 
the truce in 1918.  He also fought in World War Two in Papua New Guinea and at the completion of hostilities had 
attained the rank of Lieutenant-Colonel.  For his achievements during this conflict he was awarded an OBE [Military] in 
1945. 

After the War, Davidson entered politics and was a long standing member of the Menzies’ Government.  For his 
services as a Federal Cabinet Minister he was knighted in 1964. 

ANTHONY THOMAS COVACEVICH [1931] was another Grammarian who distinguished himself in World War Two 
and was later knighted. A talented sportsman while at School, Covacevich moved to Brisbane where he qualified as a 
solicitor in 1938.  Serving as a pilot in World War Two in both the RAAF and the RAF he won a DFC while a member of 
76 Squadron. 

Thomas Covacevich moved to Cairns after the War and was to become a leading member of the legal community in 
that city.  He was involved in many activities including the sugar industry, motion picture industry, television, real 
estate and cattle.  He was an enthusiastic supporter of amateur swimming and provided free legal advice to many in 
the community through Legacy.  He was also a Director of various companies in North Queensland.  In the early 
1970’s he donated $100,000 to the University of Queensland to provide facilities for students studying externally 
through that University.  He was knighted in December 1974 for his services to North Queensland. 
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