
 
 
MINUTES OF THE 107th MEETING OF AYNHO HISTORY SOCIETY HELD AT THE VILLAGE 
HALL, AYNHO ON WEDNESDAY 27th June 2018 
 

Present: - Keith McClellan – Chairman 
       Peter Cole – Secretary 
 

Keith said that Peter had asked to introduce our speaker Simon Smith. 
 
Peter said that although they had only met for the first time yesterday, he has known Simon for 
more than eight years. When he announced online that he had a full copy of all the Aynho 
censuses Simon was the very first person to contract him on 9th January 2010. Since then they 
had corresponded regularly by email. Peter was able to give Simon some details and photos of 
Aynho and the Secculls, and Simon did the same for him about the Secculls in Australia. 
Simon is a very highly qualified historian and legal advisor, and he has written a book about the life 
of his great grandfather James Seccull, both as a young lad in Aynho, and also as a very 
successful builder in Melbourne.   
 
Simon showed a picture of the tiny house where the first Seccull Arthur lived in Blacksmiths Hill. 
Next was a picture of Simon’s great, great grandfather John Seccull. He had four children, but only 
James who was born in 1840 survived. His mother died in childbirth, and his father remarried and 
had a further 9 children with Sarah nee Seers. It seems that young James didn’t get on with his 
new step- mother, so in 1861 he decided to go to South Africa with his older cousin William. William 
was a bit of a wild thing, and he was only allowed to go if James went as a steadying influence. 
South Africa was at that time paying the passage of people to boost the population there. It was a 
long and crowded voyage. The story goes that on arrival William took to wine, women and song, 
but he did eventually marry and had a son, who became a South African test cricketer. 
James by now was fed up with South Africa, so he decided to go to Melbourne, Australia. There 
had been a gold rush there, and Melbourne had become one of the largest towns in Australia. 
James married a German woman also an immigrant, Nettehen Neiser. Having been trained as a 
carpenter James found himself much in demand in the rapidly growing suburb of Collingwood. This 
had a lot of tanneries and boot production manufacturers. One son and two daughters died in 
infancy, but Charles and Edwin James Seccull survived. Between 1865 and 1875 the family moved 
three times to different rented premises, each one a bit bigger and better than before.  
In 1881 the family moved to Gore Street. This had a back yard leading onto another street, 
meaning that they could have both living rooms and business premises together. James is now 
listed as a contractor rather than just a carpenter.  
Sadly in October 1883 Nettehen died. She was buried with her two baby girls. 
James employed a young Mary Beavis 24 as a live-in housekeeper to help him manage. Having 
lost both her parents when very young, she had gone into service, and had two illegitimate children, 
one of whom subsequently died. In 1886 she was described as “housekeeper” at 91 Gore Street. 
Family legend indicates that the two Seccull boys, then aged 21 and 20 may have made 
inappropriate advances to her. Alternatively it may have been that Mary didn’t want them about. 
Either way both boys left, and soon after James married Mary on 5th April1886. Mary’s son took 
the Seccull name and she had 8 children with James, who was 22 years older than her. 
As the boys had been children of Netterhen’s earlier liaisons James took no further interest in them. 
Regarding the first family, Charles worked as a boot maker. He married a young girl, Ada, and 
despite some marital problems they had 9 children two of whom died very young. Charles himself 
died suddenly aged only 41. His widow was left with five dependent children, and she just couldn’t 
cope. Simon said that this was one of the saddest pieces of his research. The eldest boys went into 
an orphanage, and others ended up in the bush. 
The other son Edwin James completely disappeared. Despite a lot of searching Simon has so far 
been unable to trace him anywhere. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
In the next four years during a period of “land mania” with an influx of building societies, the firm 
built at least 6 substantial buildings. James was now a quality master builder managing large 
projects. Being well established he survived the depression of the 1890s reasonably well, and was 
able to do more substantial work in the 1900s. 
With better times in 1904 the family moved into a grand house named Leo, photos of which show 
Simon’s Grandmother Doris.   
Within a few years the First World War started. Three Secculls served in this, including Prince 
Albert from Aynho, and Hugh and Joe Seccull from Melbourne, and all three survived.  
Joe, a bombardier with the 53rd Battalion, was in charge of an Australian gun battery at Vaux sur 
Somme in France. On 21st April 1918 a little red plane flew across chasing another plane. Joe told 
his men to wait until the British one had passed over, and then to shoot at the red German one. 
This they did and the Red Baron Von Richtofen’s plane crashed down close by. Simon later found 
a letter from Commonwealth of Australia War Historian Charles Bean to Joe Seccull, asking him 
who were the two gunners on his Battery who had fired the shots and who Charles had later seen 
at Divisional Headquarters, but had not then spoken to them. Charles also wanted to know about 
other planes around at that time. Simon was intrigued by all this, and one day while researching for 
another book in the National Archives he searched for Seccull and learned about Joe’s reply to 
Charles Bean’s letter. When home Simon asked his mother, and she contacted Joe’s daughter 
Roma in Adelaide. Eventually a package of correspondence was sent to Simon. Buie and Evans 
were firing the guns, and every fourth bullet was a special phosphorous one so that the firer could 
see where his line of bullets was going. One shot was a direct hit to the cockpit and the plane 
immediately came down. A bullet hit Von Richthofen penetrating from the right armpit and 
resurfacing next to the left nipple, killing him instantly. The three men carried his body to their 
dugout and placed him outside, to await recovery the next morning. Buie and Evans received a 
Meritorious Service Award, but they and Seccull were not recommended for further awards, as 
these were reserved for officers only. The story of the Red Baron’s death remains a contentious 
one, but it is now believed that the fatal shot was fired from the ground, although one or more pilots 
may have damaged his machine, contributing to its end, and at least one other ground battery may 
have claimed a hit.    
By 1920 James was approaching eighty. He decided to pass the business over to his two sons, 
John and Ernest. Soon John came to him with an idea: “Why don’t we drop the house and put up 
one of these new-fangled picture houses?” So they built the Westgarth Theatre which still stands to 
this day as one of the oldest cinemas in Melbourne.  
James died on the 11th July 1925 aged 85. He was buried in a grand grave.  
Then they started building big estates of villas and flats in Elwood and St. Kilda. 
After some years building houses dried up, and they turned to building much needed hospitals. 
They built nearly every hospital in Melbourne. 
In 1961 John was 68 and Ern was 64. They both wanted to travel more with their wives, so they 
handed the business (by then the biggest building firm in Melbourne) over to sons John and Bill. 
They built the last really large Melbourne building, The State Government Offices, just behind the 
existing Treasury building. A grandson recalled a visit to the site when he counted nine cranes with 
the name ”Seccull” emblazoned on them. 
Ern died in 1972 aged 75. His estate came to almost £500.000. John lived until 1975 aged 82. He 
left almost £680.000. The firm gradually ran down to finish in 1993. 
 
 
2. Forthcoming Meetings: –  
 
There are no meetings during July or August 
 
Wednesday 26th September – Mrs Cartwright-Hignett, the last Cartwright to live at Aynhoe Park 
House and her daughter-in-law Marianne, are coming to our meeting. 


