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Lord Simon of Wythenshawe

The Simon Population Trust was established in 1957
by Lord Simon of Wythenshawe. Ernest Simon, born
1879, was the eldest child of Henry Simon and his
second wife Emily Stoehr. Henry had been born in
Silesia, and came to Manchester in 1860 from Zurich;
Emily was also German in origin. Henry built an
engineering business in Manchester; both he and
Emily were active in local affairs. Ernest was sent to
Rugby and to Pembroke College, Cambridge, UK,
where he took an engineering degree and became an
enthusiastic polo player. Almost immediately
afterwards Henry died, and at the age of 23 years
Ernest inherited the business, which he built into a
major industrial enterprise: the Simon Engineering
Group.

Ernest Simon was also active in public life. He had
become an ardent adherent of Sidney and Beatrice
Webb, after reading the Minority Report of the Royal
Commission on the Poor Law. The Webbs launched
him into the London political swim in 1911. Through
the influence of his mother Emily, who was a leader in
the Manchester Women Liberals, he was elected
unopposed to the City Council in 1912. In the same
year he married Sheena Potter, a postgraduate student
at the London School of Economics. He had met her
through Eva Hubback, wife of a lecturer at
Manchester University, who was to be killed in the
First World War, leaving Eva with three small
children. Ernest assumed paternal responsibility for
the children, and one of them — David — was a
founding Trustee of the Simon Population Trust.

Ernest Simon became Lord Mayor of Manchester in
1921 and afterwards stood as Liberal candidate for
Withington. He was briefly (1923-1924) Member for
Withington during the MacDonald government but
lost his seat when Baldwin was restored to power. Re-
elected in 1929, he took part in the campaign to make
birth control advice available through women’s
welfare clinics, and was for the short period of a
fortnight Parliamentary Secretary to Sir Austen
Chamberlain, Minister of Health, before the 1931
General Election ended his parliamentary career.
Since the mid-1930s his wife Sheena had been an
active member of the Labour party, and in 1947 he
accepted a Labour peerage and became Chairman of
the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC).

Added to his interests in local government, town
planning and housing was education. He was

Treasurer and Chairman of the Manchester University
Council for almost 30 years, and in 1946 had been an
unsuccessful candidate for the Combined English
Universities seat that had been vacated by the death of
Eleanor Rathbone.

In his later years, Lord Simon became increasingly
concerned about issues of rapid population growth.
Elected a life fellow of the Eugenics Society in 1936,
he was on its Council from 1953 to 1956. Together
with the Nuffield Foundation, the Eugenics Society
financed the Political and Economic Planning (PEP)
Research Group on Population — with Lord Simon as
its Chair — whose report World Population and
Resources was published in 1955. Amongst its
conclusions were the need for vigorous birth control
policies in many parts of the world and the need for
research into simpler methods of fertility control.

‘It is hoped’ the Report begins ‘that this
independent Report may do something to fill the
obvious gap and to stimulate more responsible and
practical discussion. The problem is too grave and too
immediate to be relegated to little-read volumes and to
specialised academic gatherings. It is time that those
entrusted with the future welfare of peoples began to
take their responsibilities in this direction more
seriously and the Report tries to facilitate their task by
relating the available information (from official and
other sources) to actual problems and to methods of
economic and social policy and administration’ (PEP,
1955).

An important contributor to the PEP Report was Dr
C P Blacker. Dr Blacker, a psychiatrist, had been
General Secretary of the Eugenics Society from 1930
to 1952, and was Honorary Secretary of the
Population Investigation Committee until his death in
1975 (Langford, 1988). It was the ‘intimate
association formed by the late Lord Simon of
Wythenshawe and Dr Blacker in producing the PEP
report on World Population and Resources (PEP,
1955) which had led to the founding of the [Simon
Population] Trust’ according to an early set of
Trustees’ Minutes.

During the 1950s Lord Simon had begun to make
annual grants of £500 to the Family Planning
Association (FPA). He wrote to Margaret Pyke that
this contribution was intended for educational work,
not for clinics: he was not interested in clinics, but in
the politics of family planning and in research. He also
made annual grants of £1000 to the International
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Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) (of which C P
Blacker was a Vice-Chairman), and supported the
Walworth Women’s Welfare Centre for its training of
overseas doctors.

The Simon Population Trust

The Trust which Lord Simon established in 1957 had
C P Blacker as its chair and David Hubback and
E Max Nicholson (Chair of PEP and Director, Nature
Conservancy) as Trustees together with Sir Jeremy
Raisman to provide financial expertise. Its objects
were:

‘to promote the relief of poverty and the improvement
of standards of health throughout the world, thereby
making possible a better life for mankind by (i)
promoting a better understanding of the problems of
world population and resources, and (ii) encouraging
such research, education or other action in any part of
the world as may contribute to the adjustment of
population to resources’.

Ernest Simon died in 1960, bequeathing £15 000 to
the Trust. He willed a further £179 000 to the Trust to
be paid after the death of his wife; this money became
available in 1972. Lady Simon took a close interest in
the Trust’s work, corresponding with the Trustees and
herself donating a further £7000. Mrs Monica
Goldsmith, a niece of Lord Simon’s, also gave a total of
more than £20 000 to the Trust over a number of years.

The Trust was based at 69 Eccleston Square,
London (home of the Eugenics Society) until January
1965; it then shared its headquarters with IPPF at 64
Sloane Street until November 1966, when both moved
to Dorland House, 18-20 Lower Regent Street,
London. It held its first meeting in 1961; Vera
Houghton joined it as Executive Trustee. She had been
Secretary of IPPF throughout its first decade of the
1950s (Suitters, 1973) and at that time lived, with her
husband Douglas Houghton (later Lord Houghton of
Sowerby) in a flat below Lord Simon’s in Marsham
Court. For the first year, Vera Houghton also served as
the Trust’s Secretary; she was followed by S Kordick
from 1962 to 1964, and Mrs Joyce Johns from 1965 to
1967. Donn Casey, who had become a Trustee in
1966, then served as Secretary and continued to do so
after he became Chair 3 years later. In 1970 the Trust
moved its address to his, in Newmarket Road,
Cambridge.

Early years

From the start, the Trust considered that its
independent position, as defined by Lord Simon, gave
it a mandate to explore controversial issues. An appeal
for funds was launched in The Times (5 January 1963)
which reported that the Trust provided support for
encouragement of birth control rather than abortion in
areas of the world where abortion forms part of the
cultural pattern; use of midwives to spearhead the
knowledge of birth control; improvement of methods
acceptable to the Roman Catholic church; promotion
of travelling fellowships for exchange of information
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on surgical and other techniques; and education and
presentation.

However, precisely which activities should absorb
the Trust’s funds seems to have been more difficult to
determine. Meetings were comparatively few during
the first half of the 1960s, and the Trust largely
continued the pattern of Lord Simon’s personal
donations. The largest grants were to the IPPF (£2300)
and to the FPA (£2500) for its International Campaign
(now Population Concern). Walworth Women’s
Welfare Centre was funded for further training
programmes and the Population Reference Bureau,
Washington, DC, USA and the International Union for
the Scientific Study of Population (IUSSP) also
received small grants. The Population Investigation
Committee received £1900 to finance a special
supplement to Population Studies: this was devoted to
T H Hollingsworth’s The Demography of the British
Peerage (Hollingsworth, 1964), a pioneering study in
historical demography.

Between 1962 and 1967, the Trust also contributed
£1300 to the Reproductive Research Information
Service Ltd, Cambridge. This was Donn Casey’s
non-profit organisation, from which Casey published
the Bibliography of Reproduction, in pre-computer
days one of the first attempts to compile and
regularly update a comprehensive research
bibliography of reproductive biology. It attracted
over 800 subscribers worldwide in the first 2 years.
Casey relinquished the Bibliography when he
became the Trust’s Secretary, but it continued for 30
years and was eventually taken over by Oxford
University Press. Initially it was largely underwritten
by Lord Casey, Donn’s father. He had been Governor
of Bengal 1944-1946 and later (1965-1969)
Governor General of Australia, and both he and
Donn’s mother Maie were keenly interested in
population issues: in 1960 Lord Casey noted that at a
Buckingham Palace dinner ‘Maie gave the Queen an
indoctrination on birth control’ (Hudson, 1986).
Donn himself had become interested in population
issues in 1958; he first met C P Blacker at the IPPF
conference in Delhi a year later.

In 1964 the Trust attempted to make a grant to the
Abortion Law Reform Association, of which Vera
Houghton was now Chair. The Charity Commission
ruled that this was unacceptable, so the Trust
converted its donation to an interest-free loan. In the
following year, the Trustees reiterated that they were
enabled to explore controversial developments that
other organisations thought it improvident to touch:
‘for example, clandestine abortion has been practised
for many years in the villages of most underdeveloped
countries. It might be helpful from a medical and
demographic standpoint if permissible indications
were legally defined and facilities provided’. It was
agreed that the Trust should take an interest in
evolving procedures which, though not controversial
from the moral or political standpoint, were in need of
further testing or exploration, such as the reversal of
vasectomy.







































