EDWARD PERCY SIMPSON
In the background of the development of Sutherland Shire

LAURIE BURGESS

Apart from some brief mentions in publications about the history of Sutherland Shire, the impact
of Edward Percy Simpson, usually referred to as E. P. Simpson, on the development of the Shire
has been largely overlooked.

=~ =) Sowho was E. P. Simpson?
‘ || Edward Percy Simpson was a leading Sydney solicitor,
businessman, renowned sportsman and a director of the Sun
newspaper. Born in Sydney in 1858, he was a son of Robert
| Percy Simpson, a prominent NSW grazier and pastoralist, whose
wife was a daughter of Randolph John Want, a legal practitioner.
Edward’s mother’'s family obviously had an influence on his
career when he was articled to R. J. Want in the firm of Want,
Johnson & Want, solicitors. Simpson became a practicing
solicitor in 1881 in the firm of Want, Johnson and Scarvill, later a
partner when that firm became Want, Johnson and Co., and
further as Minter, Simpson and Co. His business ventures
involved holding management positions with Pacific Coal Co.,
" A : - | Mort’s Dock and Engineering Co. Ltd., Austral Malay Rubber Co.
The late Mr E.P. Simpson,  Ltd, Colonial Sugar Refining Co. Ltd., British Tobacco Co. of
Sydney Mail, 1 July 1931, p.25  Australia and numerous other companies.’
Simpson’s participation in the Holt-Sutherland Company was also apparent when he undertook
a large land subdivision of land he owned at Herne Bay (later Riverwood) in 1886 into 260 lots
as ‘Tivoli Park Estate’ (although it proved ‘slow to sell, being at a distance from shops and
transport links’).2

Simpson was twice married. At Wynella, Goulburn, on 7 April 1886 he married, with Roman
Catholic rites, Anna Maria Alexandra Guerry de Lauret, daughter of a French marquis who had
migrated in 1830 and settled near Goulburn. 3 They had three children, an eldest daughter,
named Vera de Lauret Simpson, a son, Edward Telford Simpson, and a daughter, Helen de
Guerry Simpson. 4

A biographer commented on that first marriage:

Handsome, but an austere and intimidating figure, by 1910 Simpson had been deserted by
his wife, who refused to divorce him; for many years 'E.P.' lived in a de facto relationship,
which restricted his social life.®

That appears confirmed by reports that Mrs E. P. Simpson was living overseas — she was in
Paris in February 1910, and making arrangements to attend the forthcoming Sydney wedding of
daughter Vera.6 However, when the wedding took place in May 1910, the Sydney Gossip wrote:
‘The bride only had her father to act as host — her mother, Mrs. E. P. Simpson, being still in
London.””

In 1926 Mrs Simpson was living happily in England with her daughter Helen, a novelist, but came
to Australia that year and stayed for six months with her son. She also spent some time with her



daughter, Vera and a childhood friend, after which she returned to London. 8 Mrs Simpson died
in a London nursing home on 14 March 1931.°

On 23 March 1931, less than a fortnight after his first wife died, E.P. Simpson married Mary
Constance Earle at McMahons Point, Sydney.'® That second marriage was not destined to last
long. On 29 June 1931, at age 74, Edward Percy Simpson died at his home in McMahons Point
Sydney, after being seriously ill for some time."

It transpired that Simpson, who had significant wealth, was a little mean to his second wife, as
according to his will most of his assets were to go to his children.’> Mary Simpson took the matter
to court where the contents of the will were disclosed. Edward Percy Simpson had bequeathed
just £200 of his estate of £91,000 to his widow, Mary Constance Simpson, along with the
dividends on 6000 shares in the Holt Sutherland Co., Ltd.'® After establishing that the dividends
on the shares could possibly fall, the judge ordered that any shortfall below £800 per annum from
the dividends would be made up from the estate.'

Edward Percy Simpson and the Holt-Sutherland Estate

In July 1881, Thomas Holt leased much of his land to the Holt-Sutherland Estate Land Company,
a consortium of share-holding investors, one of whom was Edward Percy Simpson, involved with
the legal firm of Want, Johnson and Scarvill. 15

Shire historian Maryanne Larkin in Sutherland Shire A History to 1939, gave an insight into
Simpson’s attitude towards his investment, quoting him from correspondence records of Minter,
Simpson and Co. in 1888:

Our object in going in to it, especially as we have only a 56-year lease, is to get some return
from it at once. 16

Larkin suggests that Simpson was frustrated by an excessively cautious management of the
company. The directors and manager were apparently not pleased when he gained the support
of other shareholders for a scheme to offer the Holt-Sutherland Estate holdings for sale in
England. The 1890s was not the time for such action as an economic depression and drought in
New South Wales and other eastern colonies made the English investors wary and the plan
failed.’”

A list of shareholders of the Holt-Sutherland Estate in early 1889 revealed that only James
Murphy (with 89) held more individual shares than E. P. Simpson (with 82). However, Simpson
also held a quarter interest of 11 more shares held jointly with members of his legal firm.'® That
holding was important as the position of director of the company depended on the number of
shares held."”® Over the years, in conjunction with the reforming of the company under slightly
different names in 1899, 1916 and 1933, his share-holding increased, as more shares were
released. At the time of his death, as specified in his will, he held 6000 shares in the Holt
Sutherland Estate, Ltd.

There were few published mentions found of Simpson’s tenure as a director. In August 1908 it
was indicated: ‘Mr E. P. Simpson, a director of the Holt-Sutherland Estate Company.’?° It was
also mentioned in July 1910 that he was re-elected a director at the half-yearly meeting of the
Holt-Sutherland Estate Company, Ltd.?! There followed, now and then, mentions of his re-election
up to at least July 1923.22

There appeared to a bond between Simpson as director of the Holt-Sutherland Company and
another of his directorships —of Richardson and Wrench. Obviously, there was no thought of any
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conflict of interest. There was also another connection with Simpson’s legal firm, which did appear
with Richardson and Wrench in court matters and it was mentioned in 1922 that Minter, Simpson
and Co were the appointed solicitors for Richardson and Wrench.?® In April 1889, when
Richardson and Wrench became a limited liability company, Edward P. Simpson (of Want,
Johnson and Co.) was appointed as an assistant director, was re-elected in 1891 as a director
and early in 1900 became chairman of directors of Richardson and Wrench, a position he still
held in 1930, and likely until his death in 1931.24

When the Holt-Sutherland Estate Land Company commenced subdivisions of 99-year leases of
the Holt-Sutherland Estate in late 1881, the selected firm to organise the sales was Richardson
and Wrench, a company whose name appeared on many subsequent subdivisions of the Holt-
Sutherland Estate. 2°

In a brief mention of E. P. Simpson in his role as a legal representative of the Holt-Sutherland
Estate Company, it was discussed by Sutherland Shire Council in October 1907:

Mr. E. P. Simpson, of Minter, Simpson & Co., asked the Council on Monday to suggest a block
of the [Holt-Sutherland] Company's land in place of the reserve at Turriell Point, which it is
suggested to exchange. The Council decided to leave it to the Company to make the offer.26

It also seems that Simpson was able to provide some influence in the Holt-Sutherland Estate
Company from his position as a director. In one of the few public statements reported in the
newspapers in late 1915 relating to the proposal to construct a tramway from Sutherland to
Cronulla, which had the potential to be of value to his company, the Daily Telegraph wrote:

Mr. E. P. Simpson, a director of the Holt-Sutherland Estate Company, said he considered it
was reasonable to expect those who benefited by the construction of the line in the way of
enhanced value of their property to give something towards the estimated deficiency of £900
per annum. He would not mind recommending his company to give a guarantee that would be
regulated by a comparison of the sales made during the past few years, but he did not think
they would be benefited much, for they had not much more land to sell here. If the tram went
to Kurnell he believed they would derive a great advantage, for their land between Cronulla
and Kurnell now was absolutely unsaleable, and the tram would help to get it sold. There
would, he thought, be a large tourist traffic, for the surroundings of Cronulla presented features
the most picturesque in his opinion around Sydney.2”

Simpson’s influence seemed at play in a proposal in late 1915 to construct a golf course at
Cronulla, although it may have also related to Simpson’s prowess as a sportsman.

At a recent meeting held in Sydney it was decided to form a golf club at Cronulla, near Sydney.
Mr. Arthur Rickard agreed to hand over free of any cost the lease of 98 years which he had
acquired from the Holt-Sutherland Company of 100 acres, which carried a low ground rent ....
E. P. Simpson wrote commending the project, and offered [his] assistance.?®

It is of note that, amongst a number of high-level sporting achievements in golf, Simpson had
been amateur champion golfer of New South Wales in 1901, 1902 and 1907. He also achieved,
during his lifetime, top level results in athletics, football, rowing, billiards, yachting, tennis, and
shooting.?®



Edward Percy Simpson as a landholder in Sutherland Shire

In her book Pictorial History — Sutherland Shire, Pauline Curby recounts that E. P. Simpson in
the early 1880s had a holiday home near the historic residence Moombara on the northern shore
of Port Hacking, part of the Holt Sutherland Estate at Turriell Point. This was advertised for
auction by Richardson & Wrench on 9 November 1901.30

Meanwhile, Simpson had moved to the opposite side of Port Hacking. In September 1888, he
had contracted to purchase the lands formerly owned by Charles Gogerly on the southern side
of Port Hacking, and was issued with title to the land on 14 February 1890.3

In December 1895, Simpson employed surveyor Stuart Dobbie to divide the southern part of the
land into five lots. In 1896 he sold those lots, apparently as private sales, but kept, at that time,
the northern area which included the cottage ‘Mount Telford’. 32

He also arranged for surveyor Dobbie to subdivide the northern part into seven lots which was
completed in August 1896.32 However, no action was taken until late in 1905, when Richardson
and Wrench Ltd. was commissioned to auction that subdivision. On that land was his cottage
‘Mount Telford’,

‘... containing 4 bedrooms and dining-room, together with kitchen, 2 servants' rooms,
outhouses, and boatshed. The grounds . . . tastefully laid out, with tennis court, etc, etc.34

The location of that cottage can be seen within Lot 2 of the auction plan (see below). The auction
of separate lots was unsuccessful, and E.P. Simpson advertised the property for sale or lease in
November 1906.3% Lots 2 to 7 were sold as one parcel in December 1906.36 Lot 1 was retained
by E. P. Simpson until 1914 when, after problems with rights of way from the National Park were
resolved, was also sold to the same person 3" That ended Edward Percy Simpson’s ownership of
a property in the Shire.
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Other activities by Edward Percy Simpson in Sutherland Shire

In early 1902, at a meeting of the Progress Society in Miranda which discussed, amongst other
matters, the proposal for a future tramway, E. P. Simpson was elected as Vice-President. His
position with the Holt-Sutherland Company would have provided a link to the company’s position
in any discussed matters of local concern, and it was likely intentional that the following matter
was brought forward:

The secretary was instructed to draw the attention of the Holt-Sutherland Company to the bad
state of Malvern-road [Kingsway] and Boulevard; he was also directed to prepare a petition to
the Government to take over the Malvern-road, which is the mail route, and carries more daily
traffic than any road in the district.®

The matter of the future tramway was later addressed by Simpson in late 1915, as noted earlier.
In October 1902 a meeting was held to form another progress association.

It was stated at the meeting that Port Hacking, Lilli Pilli, and Tareel [Turriell] Point had hitherto
been overlooked, while Sutherland, Miranda, and Cronulla had received much attention.

E. P. Simpson was amongst the gentlemen elected as vice-presidents for that new progress
association again providing opportunity for the Holt-Sutherland Company to be involved in the
local affairs for those areas.*°

In October 1909, Sutherland Shire Council responded to a complaint from Mr. E. P. Simpson that
timber was being removed from a reserve at Lilli Pilli, and that the matter would be addressed by
signposting threatening prosecution of offenders.*!' As Simpson was not a resident in that area,
he was likely acting on behalf of the Holt-Sutherland Company.

Did Simpson leave any lasting memorials to his presence in the Shire?

Apart from the odd mentions in newspapers and histories of his time as a director of the Holt-
Sutherland Estate lands, and his ownership of the lands around ‘Mount Telford’, there is one area
of the Shire which has an obscure relationship to Edward Percy Simpson — the area in Caringbah
and South Caringbah, surveyed in January to April 1909 by Surveyor Louis Curtis on behalf of
the Holt-Sutherland Estate Co. Ltd., as a subdivision of land at Highfield, the old name for
Caringbah, and was named as ‘The Village of St Mervyns’.#? It is likely therefore that the name
of the subdivision was provided by someone in the Holt-Sutherland Estate Co. Ltd.

It was advertised for auction sale by Arthur Rickard & Co. Ltd. on 22 January 1910 as St. Mervyns
Estate.(See next page.)*® Nothing has been found to link Simpson with Arthur Rickard & Co. Ltd.
(although he was involved with Richardson and Wrench), and the change from ‘Village’ to ‘Estate’
would further indicate that Arthur Rickard & Co. Ltd altered the name after it was given the
commission to conduct the auction (although it referred to St Mervyns, the Garden Village in the
accompanying brochure).

Why St Mervyn’s?

The choice of ‘St Mervyns’ as the name of this estate is part of a pattern Simpson used for naming
streets and buildings after locations in Great Britain. The name of his major subdivision ‘Tivoli
Park’ relates to an area in south London and Simpson chose the names of famous English Lord
Chancellors for his street-names: Clarendon, Romilly, Talbot, Hardwicke, Cairns, Eldon, Littleton,
Thurlow and Erskine Streets. It is therefore likely the name St Mervyns came from a location or
building in England.
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Simpson’s Sydney home until 1917
was built for him at Point Piper in 1887,
and also named St Mervyns. It was
designed by the architect John
Horbury Hunt, who was responsible for
| a number of prominent buildings in the
+41 Woollahra area. St Mervyns was
| typical of Horbury Hunt's work of the
period. Constructed of red brick, it
borrowed heavily from Hunt's earlier
ecclesiastical commissions, most
notably his work on Grafton Cathedral,
el with wide distorted pointed arch
St. Mervyns 572 New South Head Rd., Double Bay, 1958 Windows, tall gables and a shingle tile
[Woollahra Library collection] roof. Large and forbidding, St
Mervyns has been described by
Horbury Hunt's biographer as being ‘oppressively heavy and sombre without any touch of gaiety and
lightness’.

In many ways St Mervyns could be likened to its owner, Edward Percy Simpson, who one
contemporary source described as a handsome but austere and intimidating figure.

. By 1927 there was little left of the extensive grounds of St Mervyns. The process of
subdivision had begun in 1924 with the release of four lots, upon two of which was
subsequently built the block of units known as Buckhurst. St Mervyns itself appears to have
been converted into flats in about 1930, and finally demolished to make way for the modern
unit building St Mervyns, at No.8 St Mervyns Avenue, in 1965.4°
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The location of St Mervyns can be established by looking up St Mervyns Avenue, Point Piper,
where one of the outbuildings has been preserved. St Mervyns was not the only residence with
a religious name owned by E. P. Simpson. He also had a holiday home at Leura in the Blue
Mountains known by the name St Ronans.#°

Conclusion

Whilst Edward Percy Simpson occupies only a small amount of space in printed histories of the
Shire, he did appear to have a background influence on the development of Sutherland Shire
through his involvement as a resident at Port Hacking and his involvement in the Holt-Sutherland
Estate.
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