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The Simpson Bequest, which is administered by 
the Presbytery of Port Phillip West (PPPW), 
began as a legacy from William Simpson who left 
money in his estate to Anglican, Methodist and 
Presbyterian outreach and welfare 
organizations. 

Little is known of William’s early background. 
When he died on 31 January 1893 his death 
certificate named his place of birth as County 
Tyrone, (Northern) Ireland but there is no clue as 
to any parentage or family, his arrival or time in 
Australia etc. William was 65 when he died at his 
home in Colac Road (now High St) Belmont south 
of Mt Pleasant Road. 

There are possible but not conclusive shipping 
records (eg Asterope in Oct/Nov 1859 aged 30) 
and it is suggested he sailed from Liverpool and 
indeed may have left Ireland several years earlier 
due to harsh economic conditions brought about 
by the potato famine. 

From 1860 to early 1877 William was the 
teacher at Moorabool National School which 
became State School no 393. This is recorded in 
‘Vision and Realisation’ (V and R) the Centenary 
History (1873 to 1973) of Government Education 
in Victoria. He was also the post master for the 
area and possibly the government registrar as 
well as this required a literate person whose 
finger was on the pulse and was easily 
accessible. Moorabool School was colloquially 
known as the Viaduct School and many of those 
in the area would have been associated with the 
construction and use of the Geelong to Ballarat 
railway line.  

On 13th January 1877 William advertised his 
eight-room house plus kitchen, staff quarters 
and other outbuildings for sale. This had been 
used for school and post office as well as 
personal quarters and newspaper reports 
indicate that some of his private accommodation 
was needed for numbers at the school which 
reached 120. He had purchased this building 
earlier from Williams and Little of the Geelong 
and Ballarat Railway Company and may have 
done so to enable the school to continue. The 

Education Department closed the Moorabool 
school in February 1877 despite there being 48 
pupils in regular attendance but demand was 
growing from Batesford, a farming and less 
transient community, so a new school was 
opened there in March 1877 to serve the needs 
of the district.  

William was transferred to Morrisons (Diggings) 
School 194 initially at Dolly’s Creek which then 
merged with other small schools (later State 
School no 2086) as the reduced availability of 
gold meant population decline. Newspaper 
reports indicate he was also the Church of 
England reader for the area and able to conduct 
burials. 

On 9 August 1887 the Geelong Advertiser 
recorded that he transferred to Smythesdale 
where he had three assistant teachers. One 
Ballarat newspaper report states that as he was 
a bachelor he was able to make part of his home 
available for extra classes. 

The Geelong Advertiser of 22 March 1889 stated 
‘A Belmont correspondent sends us the 
following:- We understand that Mr W. Simpson, 
so long known as the Viaduct schoolmaster, 
where he taught from upwards of 17 years, and 
subsequently at Morrisons, Ballarat and 
Sandhurst (Bendigo), has now retired on the 
pension. He has elected to spend the balance of 
his days in and about Geelong near which he 
resided subsequent to his arrival in the colony. 

William Simpson – a benefactor from Belmont 

Moorabool / Viaduct National School; adult in centre of 

back row possibly William Simpson. 
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Other legacies were 
£100 Children’s Hospital, Melbourne. 
£200 Home of Hope for Destitute Children, 
Melbourne. 
£200 Livingstone Home for Destitute Children, 
Cheltenham (a Wesley Mission outreach) 

After any expenses were paid (legal fees, 
cemetery costs, outstanding accounts etc) the 
remainder of William’s estate was to be divided 
equally between  

 The Bishop of Melbourne’s Fund,
 The Presbytery of Geelong in connection with

the Presbyterian Church of Victoria for Home
Mission work within the bounds of the said
Presbytery,

 The Home Missionary Society of the Wesleyan
Methodist Church within the Geelong district.

The initial bequests to both Methodist and 
Presbyterian funds were invested and the capital 

He is received, as may be expected, by his 
numerous old friends with much gratulation and 
hearty wishes that he may enjoy a long and 
unclouded evening of life’. 

William was a member of Christ Church Geelong 
but six years after his death was named as the 
first canvasser of funds to build a Church of 
England in Belmont which was to commence as 
soon as adequate finance had been raised. 

William Simpson’s last will dated 27 February 
1892 named his executors as George Goodman, 
Clerk in Holy Orders (Christ Church Geelong), 
John Virtue McNair, Presbyterian Minister (High 
Church Geelong, later St Giles Presbyterian) and 
George Michelmore Hitchcock, draper, 
Congregational later Methodist layman. 
Solicitors were Taylor Buckland & Gates. 

The Rev. G.N. McDonnell of Christ Church 
conducted William’s funeral on 1st February 
1893. William was buried in the C of E section of 
the Geelong Eastern Cemetery Row 02 Grave 
017. The grave, situated under a tall tree, is
opposite the last public parking space facing the
staff driveway.

The grave has a Victorian-style headstone with a 
curved top and central peak. It is naturally very 
weathered but the inscription reads ‘Sacred to 
the Memory/of/William Simpson/Died 31st 
January 1893/Aged 63 Years/We have a building 
of God an house/not made with hands, eternal 
in the/heavens. 2 Cor. V c 1v’ (The age of
63 appears to be an error – any official 
documents record it as 65.) 

On 3rd March 1893 the Geelong Advertiser 
published details of William Simpson’s will, 
which included: Real property £175 and personal 
estate £7065.16.0. Estate valued at  £7240.16.0. 

On 9 March 1893 an auction notice was 
published by his executors and agent HF 
Richardson. His property which was to be 
auctioned on 21 March on Colac Rd Belmont was 
listed as a comfortable 6 room weatherboard 
house on the crown of the hill with iron roof and 
the contents thereof. The property sold for £211 
thus increasing the value of the estate. 

Initial bequests of  £20 were to the Eastern 
Cemetery for maintenance of his grave and 
tombstone and to each executor for ensuring 
this was done and for any costs incurred. 

William Simpson’s grave at Easter Cemetery, Geelong 
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added to by other bequests, donations and sale 
of gifted land etc. In 1978 after the inauguration 
of the Uniting Church of Australia the 
consolidation of the Simpson Bequest 
(Presbyterian) and the Church Extension Fund 
(Methodist) was approved and grants from the 
interest used within the Barwon Presbytery. 
After this was superseded by Port Phillip West 
Presbytery (which includes the western side of 
Melbourne and the Macedon Ranges area) the 
fund became available for all congregations and 
faith communities in the Presbytery.  

The criteria to apply for a grant must show that 
the application for a project is one to which the 
applicant body is able and willing to make a 
contribution and that the project furthers the 
mission of God through the activities and 
communications of the church locally. There are 
two rounds of grants each year and this year 28 
applications have been successful receiving 
grants from  $300 to $5000. 

Local grants in 2017 include St Luke’s Highton 
(Messy Church and Thank God It’s the 
Weekend), Lorne Anglican/UCA Congregation 
(Kitchen fittings for Centre for Mission), Corio-
Norlane (purchase of stackable chairs), Drysdale 
(upgrade of sound and projection systems), and 
Portarlington-St Leonards (playgroup fencing 
and equipment) but a number of applications 
could not be funded and those who have 
received funding may not apply again for 
another three years. 

Two years ago John Brownbill, a member of St 
David’s UC Newtown and former long-term 
treasurer of Barwon Presbytery, and Rev Joe 
Fraser from Anglesea UC suggested to PPPW 
that a plaque be placed on William Simpson’s 
grave to acknowledge his legacy. Sadly Joe 
passed on late in 2016 but had done much 

John Brownbill a former treasurer of Barwon Presbytery

research and both had compiled the 
suggested wording. Richard Allen from 
Queenscliff UC, chair of the 
Administration, Property and Finance 
Committee of PPPW, has been involved as the 
Presbytery representative in liaising with the 
Geelong Cemeteries Trust as there are strict 
criteria in establishing an entitlement to place 
a plaque and this must be ordered through 
and done by cemetery staff.   

The plaque is now in place and it is planned 
to have a simple ceremony to ‘unveil’ this to 
which representatives of churches who have 
benefitted from the Simpson bequest will be 
invited as well as others. The date is as yet 
unknown but if you are in the area you may 
like to view the tribute to this very ecumenical 
benefactor whose legacy continues and grows 
125 years after his passing. 

—Alwyne Merritt, January 2018 

Plaque placed on 
William Simpson’s 
grave in 2017  




