
Fig.1 Oil Painting, Neil Simmons, 1984

Fig.2 Oil Painting , Neil Simmons, 1955

Fig.3 Neil Simmons, c1981
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1.1 Neil Simmons: Personal History

Pre-University Years 1934-1952

It may be that the architectural preoccupations of any architect are pre-figured by the early life 

of that person, a position supported by architectural sociologists such as Grant Hildebrand. 

In his argument for a kind of human evolutionary pre-programming for spatial pleasure and 

preference, Hildebrand associates positive or negative early-life spatial experiences with later 

aesthetic choices.1 A brief overview of Simmons’ early years may provide an insight into the 

patterns formed in his early-to-mid architectural career, and it is with this in mind the early life 

of Simmons and his family is discussed.2 Architectural interests of Neil Simmons are shown 

to include, and are not limited to, an engineering emphasis, ideas of economy, a sculptural 

control of form, and a masculine and physical identity.3 These interests have contributed to 

the selected themes which frame this research, and sit within an over-riding New Zealand 

cultural development based around the landscape. While each of these interests are further 

addressed in later chapters, they are considered briefly here in relation to the early life details 

of Simmons and his family, based in Auckland. Whether the links are tenuous or clearly 

identified, they are presented as a framework through which to view his early years, and to 

identify how his later architectural focus may have been framed and refined.4

Spatial Economy and Engineering

Born on 27 September 1934, in Auckland, to a Spanish/Swedish/English father (Henry 

Simmons 1904-1975) and an English/Irish/Scottish mother (Myrtle Whitten 1907-1977), 

Simmons was raised in Meadowbank, Auckland, in a working class family5. He attended 

Meadowbank Primary School until what was then called Standard 6 followed by Auckland 

Boys Grammar School. He is a middle child, with an older sister (Ngaire) and a younger 

brother (Gary). Henry Simmons worked as a carpenter and spent some time working on 

large Auckland City Council Waterworks Department6 structures such as the Huia Dam, 

while Myrtle was what was regarded as a ‘homemaker’, who in later years worked as an 

accountant/administrator for her youngest son’s Cake business.7 The Simmons family home 

in Maungarei Road8 had a full and efficient carpentry workshop, available to the children only 

under strict supervision and from which Henry produced many beautiful furniture pieces. 

Visiting his father in the workshops of his employment and at the dam sites9 in his childhood 

1.  Hildebrand, G.  Origins of Architectural Pleasure. Los Angeles: University of California Press. 2009, 6.
2.  To follow this argument through would be to also acknowledge and accept the influence of the Simmons family 

home, the home of my own childhood and still the location for family gatherings, on my personal architectural 
preoccupations. This can be seen to be so and is discussed further in chapter 04 in relation to shadow.

3.  It is acknowledged again that the structuring of Neil Simmons’ work output into these categories have been 
provided by the author, rather than by Neil Simmons himself. These topics have, however, been discussed by both 
Neil and Lynda Simmons on many occasions.

4.  The reading attributed to Simmons’ residential planning in terms of a campsite spatial arrangement in Chapter 2.2, 
for example, may be possible due to his early- established love for hunting in remote areas of solitude. 

5.  The distinction between classes in New Zealand in the 1930’s was supposedly minimal, and it was the aim of 
the new egalitarian British colony for all people to be middle class. However, there are some characteristics 
surrounding ‘working class’ and ‘middle class’ which are generally accepted, and they tend to relate to the level 
of education attained by family members. Henry Simmons attended Sacred Heart College for two years before 
beginning a carpentry apprenticeship. Simmons was the first member of his wider family to attend university.

6.  Henry Simmons later supervised construction work for the Auckland Metropolitan Drainage Board.
7.  Eves Epsom Pantry, owned and run by Neil’s brother Gary from 1956-1992. My memories of my grandmother are 

of a spirited woman who constantly drank tea and smoked Pall Mall non-filter cigarettes. 
8.  37 Maungarei Road, Meadowbank. In the 1930’s and 40’s this street was on the outskirts of the suburb of 

Meadowbank and bordered on the College Rifles Football Club. At that time the football club was a farmland 
and rough peat land, linking through to Remuera Golf Course and the Winstone quarry. Today the quarry is a 
new suburb and Maungarei Road has been absorbed by the growing boundaries of Remuera, an affluent and 
established suburb. (pers. comm. N.Simmons 6/10/11.)

9.  Simmons recalls visiting the Huia dam site during school holiday breaks. Henry Simmons would live at the dam 



Fig.4 Oil Painting, Neil Simmons, 1956
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years possibly influenced the ongoing engineering interest Simmons has maintained 

through his architectural career, although it is his mother, Myrtle, who Simmons credits with 

influencing him in terms of his spatial and design awareness. He often recalls her repeatedly 

drawing house plans or kitchen plans on the back of her Pall Mall cigarette packets, pursuing 

the most efficient plan. This interest was not typical for women of the 1930s and 40s, 

especially since her education had finished in her early teens.10 These small drawings would 

alter only slightly from day to day and portrayed a relentless pursuit of a balance between 

aesthetics and spatial efficiency, a quality Simmons has taken as the basis to his own work. 

This high regard for economy is inherited from his mother, and is relevant in many areas – 

spatial economy, structural economy, material economy as well as economy in the financial 

sense. Spaces are continually investigated at their minimal dimensions, with a sense of 

achievement reached as the plans diminish in size. It could be summised that Simmons’ 

working class background spurred his interest in economy of all types, however economy 

of material, structure and budget were familiar architectural concerns throughout the years 

Simmons studied architecture at university. The Auckland School of Architecture had a well-

established focus on reduction, pragmatism and economy during this decade, illustrated 

by the influence of The Group, the ideologies of the staff11, and the 1954 HomeBuilding 

Exhibition.12 It can be seen that Simmons was firmly of his time, embracing, as a student, the 

contemporary concerns which were relevant to his life experiences.

Drawing, Formalism and Sculpture

Simmons’ decision to enrol in the Auckland University Architecture School was influenced 

by Geoff Newman13, who briefly dated his older sister when Simmons was 15 years old, and 

had noted Simmons’ interest in drawing and mathematics. As a current architecture student 

at that time (1949), Newman recommended the university course to Simmons, who was then 

considering graphic design as a career. Most of Simmons’ spare time at home was spent 

drawing, and he initiated his own education in the arts as early as 12 years old, when he 

attended open drawing classes held at Elam School of Fine Arts, now part of the University 

of Auckland.14 This early exposure to the fine arts community widened his awareness of 

artists such as John Weeks15, a painter and senior lecturer at that time16. Weeks’ work in the 

site during the construction period for several months at a time before returning to the family. Pers.comm. 1/3/11.
10.  Myrtle Whitten may have attended Whitianga High School. She was born in Waihi and grew up in Kuatuna and 

then Whitianga. It is hard to define where her interest in spatial planning came from, as there are no architects or 
designers in her family upbringing. Myrtle’s mother was a homemaker and her father was a Baker who owned the 
rights to a gold mine in Waihi. Simmons remembers childhood visits to the miners’ hut, and the strips of hanging 
taffy his grandfather would have made and then cut with scissors for sharing out. Pers.comm. N.Simmons 1/3/11.

11.  Refer to latter section of this chapter for discussion on architectural school staff and influences.
12.  Events such as the HomeBuilding Exhibition held in 1954, the catalogue of which provides an illustration of the 

design environment of the Auckland Architectural School at that time. This catalogue celebrates the simplicity 
and economy of the pioneering shed structures, as well as indicating a negative attitude toward embellished, 
decorated buildings. The exhibition and the catalogue included for the first time the now well-debated ‘man alone’ 
image, which is discussed in Chapter 02, and the exhibition is also discussed iater in this chapter.

13.  Geoff Newman of Greenhough, Smith and Newman, and later Newman Smith Associates, architects probably 
best known for the Whanganui War Memorial Hall, Whanganui 1956 (completed 1960) it won the New Zealand 
Institute of Architects Gold Medal in 1961 and the Institute’s 25-Year Award in 1998. Simmons worked for Newman 
Smith Associates for a short period in 1962.

14.  The Still Life Drawing classes were for half a day and held on Saturdays. At that time (1947) Elam occupied an old 
timber building previously belonging to Auckland Grammar School, and was next to the Prefabs (possibly ex-Army) 
then occupied by the Auckland Architecture School. The Art School became part of the University of Auckland in 
1950. Simmons caught the tram home from Symonds St to Meadowbank.

15.  John Weeks (1886-1965). The Auckland Art Gallery catalogue to the John Weeks solo exhibition held in 1955 lists 
his birth date as 1887, however this has been changed and signed in pen (L.Rogers) to 1886. Elsewhere his birth 
date is listed as 1886. (Shand, P. ‘Weeks, John - Biography’, from the Dictionary of New Zealand Biography. Te 
Ara - the Encyclopedia of New Zealand, updated 1-Sep-10. URL: http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/biographies/4w10/1. 
Retrieved 5/10/11.)

16.  John Weeks was a highly influential teacher at the Elam Art School between 1930-1954. His work focused on the 
‘formal and structural elements of painting’ and moved into abstraction in the late 1940’s and early 1950’s, which 
was around the time Neil Simmons was aware of his work. In 1949 a fire at the school destroyed as many as 200 
of Week’s works, as it occurred during preparations for an exhibition of his work. Weeks exhibited alongside artists 



Fig.5 Charles Simmons 2nd from left, c1910

Fig.6 Neil Simmons University Rugby Teams, 1953, 1954, 1955, 1956
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1930s concentrated on colour and form via landscape representation, and by the late 1940s 

he had moved into abstraction through a focus on form and structure. 

‘A. R. D. Fairburn asserted that his Bledisloe Medal-winning ‘After the shower, Waitakere 

Ranges’ was ‘the starting-point for a “school of New Zealand painting” ‘, but Weeks 

resisted any nationalist role. His philosophy of art was in the critical tradition of Roger 

Fry and Clive Bell and stressed the unique artistic expression that resulted from an 

emphasis on the formal and structural elements of painting.’17

Peter Shand calls attention here to the predominant focus of mid 20th century New Zealand 

art on a nationalist identity, but also introduces the idea of the individual artist which was by 

then emerging, and which has proved to be a stronger influence on Simmons. The awareness 

of these ‘formal and structural’ concerns at a young age was, for Neil Simmons, highly 

influential, and Simmons cites Weeks as an influence with regard to both colour and form.18

Simmons has continued to draw and paint sporadically throughout his career, and his student 

submission for the annual Chisholm Watercolour Award19 at the Architecture School at the 

Auckland University was two oil paintings, rather than a watercolour rendering.20 He was not 

awarded the prize, but the submission itself was remembered as a challenge to the expected 

presentation conventions of the time, a theme continued in his professional and private life.21

Male Identity

In the 1930s and 40s, the area of Maungarei Road in Meadowbank was at the edge of a 

great expanse of farmland and rough peat land, which linked through to the Remuera Golf 

Course and the Winstone Quarry. The farmland is today the College Rifles Football Club and 

the Quarry has been in filled as a new suburb. For the young Neil, growing up in this area 

provided days of roaming the landscape and adventure. From the age of 11 or 12, the boys of 

the neighbourhood would go rabbit shooting in that large area of undomesticated landscape 

(the older boys with their fathers’ shotguns), an experience which helped form Simmons’ love 

for being ‘lost’ in the land for long periods of time.22

A mentor for Simmons in his early life was his paternal grandfather, Charles Simmons, who 

died when Simmons was around two years old so was only known to Simmons through 

photographs and family stories. This perhaps added to the legend of the man for Neil as a 

youth, as well as the fact that Neil was often reminded by family members that he bore a 

close physical resemblance to Charles.23 Charles Simmons spent many of his years away 

from the family on hunting trips, which was not uncommon at that time. In the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries, these were long trips and were carried out in order to provide food 

for the families of the men in the hunting groups. Due to the length of time in the remote 

bush, a type of domestic life away from the families they were supporting emerged, and 

such as McCahon and Mrkusich and in 1955 the Auckland Art Gallery held a solo exhibition of his work, the first 
time the gallery had done this for a New Zealand artist. (Source: Peter Shand. ‘Weeks, John - Biography’, from the 
Dictionary of New Zealand Biography. Te Ara - the Encyclopedia of New Zealand, updated 1-Sep-10 URL: http://
www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/biographies/4w10/1)

17.  Peter Shand. ‘Weeks, John - Biography’, from the Dictionary of New Zealand Biography. Te Ara - the Encyclopedia 
of New Zealand, updated 1-Sep-10. URL: http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/biographies/4w10/1. Retrieved 5/10/11.

18.  Pers.comm. Neil Simmons 10/5/11
19.  This award is still given out annually, and is called the Chisholm Memorial Prize. It is awarded for ‘the most 

meritous set of two original sketches preferably of subjects of architectural interest.’ (pg 59, 2011 Architecture 
Undergraduate Handbook.)

20.  In the 1950s, students submitted work of their choice for this award, rather than a piece of work being selected by 
staff, as is the case currently.

21.  Pers. comm. N.Simmons 18/11/11. One of those paintings has hung in the family home since that time, the other 
no longer exists due to water damage.

22.  pers. comm. 6/10/11, N. Simmons.
23.  On meeting his father’s sister Annie Brenan as an adult after many years, she apparently went pale at the sight of 

Neil as he resembled Charles so closely. Pers. comm. N.Simmons 6/10/11.



Fig.7 Neil Simmons Fishing at Spirits Bay, 1973

Fig.8 Camping site, Spirits Bay, sketch (N.Simmons)
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campsites and tents formed a base camp from which the men would make day trips for 

hunting. The sense of male camaraderie and strong community bonds essential for survival 

are evident in these photographs. Such ‘mateship’ became a basis for the developing wider 

mythologies around masculinity in New Zealand, where loyalties lay with mates as opposed 

to authoritarian figures.24  Charles Simmons had an influence on the priorities and lifestyle 

Neil Simmons was to form for himself. 

Simmons played rugby at Auckland Boys Grammar, making the First XV in 1951 and 1952. 

He continued playing in the University Rugby Third Grade Team in 1953, 54 and 55, and 

in the Senior A Team in 1956 and 1957. He was also a member of the first rowing team at 

Auckland Grammar. Again the ideas surrounding ‘mateship’ such as modesty and loyalty 

apply to these sporting teams.25  The theme of the modest hero, leadership from within 

the group rather than an external leader, and suppressed emotions are all characteristics 

developed through the national sport of rugby which were to contribute to the ‘man alone’ 

myth of the nationalist hero. 

Simmons was aware of the need to support himself and his family throughout his studies, 

having married Sonia during his university years.26 To pay his way through his university 

years, Simmons worked at a Dalgety’s Woolstores in the Strand, Parnell in 1952 - 54. In 

the university holiday breaks, he elected to work on various building sites to gain practical 

construction experience, and took on shift work at the Glassworks in Penrose over the 1956/7 

summer break, when he would ride his bicycle from Meadowbank to Penrose to begin work 

at midnight. The single time Simmons elected to work in an architectural office during the 

university holidays, rather than undertake physical jobs related to the construction industry, 

was during his fourth year of full-time university study in 1956 when he worked in the 

architectural offices of Mark Brown and Fairhead.27

Simmons’ University and Post University Years, from 1952

Simmons did not embark on an overseas experience (‘O.E’), the working holiday typical of 

young New Zealanders, as he had already married and started a family by his graduation 

in 1959, and could not fund such a trip. His travel experience has however been extensive 

throughout New Zealand either on his own as hunting trips, working trips, or with his family 

during (extended) school holidays. Favourite parts of New Zealand include Spirits Bay, 

Northland (Muriwhenua), Fiordland, the South Island and the Urewera’s. Like many New 

Zealand families, Simmons’ family spent the school holidays camping at a remote beach, 

most often at Spirits Bay. Spirits Bay (Kapowairua) is at the tip of the North Island, near 

Cape Reinga, and the family stayed in a tent on a Department of Conservation (DOC) 

campsite, which had no allotted sites or visible boundaries, a single hose tap and one 

‘longdrop’ facility.28  This is a different and distinct experience from holidaying at the ‘bach’, 

24.  ‘Mateship’ is discussed further, especially in relation to its role in rugby as New Zealand’s national sport and this 
country’s involvement in the two World Wars in ‘A Man’s Country? The Image of the Pakeha Male – A History’ by 
Phillips, Jock (1996) Penguin Auckland. See especially pp81-130 and pg182. 

25.  Phillips, Jock A Man’s Country? The Image of the Pakeha Male – A History’ Penguin Auckland, 1996, 117,118.
26.  He was married on 25 May 1957 to Sonia Hill (Legal name Joyce Sonia Hill) and they have four children, born in 

1958 (Jan), 1960 (Terri), 1962 (Dean), and 1964 (Lynda)
27.  Mark Brown and Fairhead was a practice formed by Peter Mark Brown (1929-1978) and Alan Fairhead (1926-). 

Their work includes the Balmoral Baptist Church on Dominion Rd, Auckland (1964), House for the Subtropics, 
Titirangi (1956) and the Orr-Walker House, Titirangi (1965), which won an NZIA Bronze medal in 1965. Ron Sang 
joined the firm in 1969, (Mark Brown Fairhead Sang). Projects include the Newton Post office on Karangahape 
Road, Auckland (1973) and the Brake House, Titirangi (1977) Simon Carnahan joined the firm in 1974 when it 
became Fairhead Sang Carnahan. Simmons considered applying for a full-time position with Mark Brown and 
Fairhead on graduation, however the graduate position was given to Alan Warwick, a contemporary student. (After 
producing several award-winning buildings, Warwick later left architecture for a career in boat design, Warwick 
Yacht Design Ltd.)

28.  The Muriwhenua region is home to at least six iwi: Ngati Kuri, Ngai Takoto, Te Aupouri, Te Rarawa, Ngati Kahu 



Fig.9 H.Schiphorst and Neil Simmons, c1974

Fig.10 N.Simmons and D.Simmons, c 1984

Fig.11 Buller River, 1974

Fig.12 Spirits Bay, 1973

Fig.13 N.Simmons and R.Dobbs, c1978

Fig.14 Fiordland, 1974

Fig.15 Spirits Bay, 1972
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another typical New Zealand holiday experience and a building typology often regarded as 

being ‘the only authentic kiwi building.’29 The bach idealises minimal dwelling, however it is 

not transient nor temporary, and the love imbued in a family bach30 is one which builds over 

time with many repeated experiences within and around the dwelling. The experience of 

remote location camping is based more around the ritual of life completely dependant on the 

location, which varies with each return visit. 

Repeated trips to areas such as Spirits Bay were familiar yet different; different campsites 

were often selected based on weather conditions. The return trips to Spirits Bay built a 

relationship with the land yet emphasized the need to address each experience as a set of 

new conditions, with the landscape and the weather as the dominant powers. The ephemeral 

nature of human to land is reinforced with the transient tent. Camping in remote DOC areas 

is also a different experience to camping in a caravan park or camping ground, as these 

are, in effect, modelled on the suburban condition. Individual campsites are laid out in a 

similar manner to suburban planning, with streets and individual plots of land demarcated. 

The invisible boundary is reinforced in the often tight layout of the camping ground facility, 

and the surveyed land would generally follow the logic of Cartesian division rather than land 

and weather influences. Communities are fostered through compact tent layouts and shared 

exterior spaces, often operating as per the vision of unified streets in the early State Housing 

programmes.31

The placement of the tent and the forming of adjacent spaces in a remote campsite setup 

relies on a wider spatial and environmental consideration. An outdoor cleared living space is 

created in front of the tent opening, with the placement of object in a temporary but deliberate 

manner. (eg. canoes, vehicles) Food storage and preparation areas are separate, compact 

and outdoor. It could be argued that the remote camping experience (as opposed to the 

organized structure of a private camping ground facility) is spatially similar to a Polynesian 

conception of space. 32 While the culture of ‘going camping’ is a Pakeha one, it is perhaps in 

this form of  the domestic that the spatial layout of habitation comes close to a non-Pakeha 

structure, where in figure/ground terms, the negative space balances the constructed positive 

forms.33

and Te Patu. Ngati Kuri lay claim to being the original tribe to the northernmost areas of the North Island, although 
inter-marriage and wars over the centuries has meant that all six iwi have claim the Spirits Bay area. The land is 
still managed by DOC and a land claim has been lodged and is in process.

29.  In a paper entitled ‘Kiwi Architecture: Modernism Recycled’, Fabrications Vol 14, No1&2, Dec 2004 , Mike Austin 
discusses this quote, taken from a National Radio interview with three established architects, who in the course 
of the interview come to this position in agreement. Austin challenges this assumption and re-frames these ideas, 
which seem to form the core of a Pakeha architectural history in New Zealand, in terms of Maori architecture and 
conception of space.

30.  The bach is discussed briefly in Chapter 2.1 with regard to the discussion on the Hut in New Zealand architecture.
31.  Refer to Firth, Cedric State Housing in New Zealand. Ministry of Works, Wellington, 1949, 13. 
32.  See Austin, Mike ‘A Description of the Maori Marae’ published paper, Chicago, 1976. This paper presented the 

marae in spatial terms, differing from a previous Euro-centric perception of Maori Architecture which tended to 
focus on structures only. The development of the large meeting house has been shown as development post-
contact with European settlers. Refer to D.Brown Maori Architecture:Fron Fale to Wharenui and Beyond, Penguin, 
Raupo, Auckland, 2009 for a full discussion regarding this development.

33.  For discussion on the spatial complexity of the marae and malae in Polynesian space, refer to Refiti, Albert 
‘Whiteness, Smoothing and the Origin of Samoan Architecture.’  Interstices 10, Auckland, 2009.



Fig.16 Model for 4th year studio project, N.Simmons, 1956

Fig.17 Model for 4th year studio project, N.Simmons 1956, view from street

Fig.18 NS005•61-M01, interior 1961

Fig.19 Shelf unit,, 1960

Fig.20 NS030•72-M22, Plans and Section, 1972

Fig.21 NS030•72-M22, Site Plan, 1972

Fig.22 NS006•62-C01, Section A, 1962
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Education:
Enrolled, Bachelor of Architecture at the University of Auckland, 1953.

Graduated 8th May 1959 University of Auckland with a B/Arch (Distinction)

Associate ANZIA and Registered Architect since 19th March 1958. #985 (9th July 1958)

Although Neil Simmons became a Registered Architect and a member of the New Zealand 

Institute of Architects (NZIA) in June 1958, he graduated from the School of Architecture 

in May 1959. Simmons had completed the first four full-time years of the Bachelor of 

Architecture degree between 1953 and 1956. His thesis was completed in two years part-

time (1957 and 5834) rather than in a single full-time final year. During these years Simmons 

also worked a full week in the offices of firstly Kenneth Albert (1922-1970)35 and then Stephen 

Jelicich (b1923)36. He had enough working experience to be assessed for registration by 19th 

March 1958, which was granted by the New Zealand Institute of Architects in July 1958.37  

That this was before his official graduation from the university indicates that at that time, 

the thesis component of the University architectural course was not recognised as being 

necessary by the profession for registration. The thesis itself was a self-directed design 

research project, similar to the one operating in the School of Architecture and Planning 

again since 2009. 

Richard Toy38 and Ed Lawry39 were Simmons’ studio design tutors in his third year at 

the University of Auckland Architecture School and S Irwin Crookes40 was the Structural 

and Concrete lecturer. In his fourth year, the studio design tutors were Imi Porsolt41 and 

Vernon Brown42, with E G Ferriday43 teaching Structures. As with many of his generation of 

Auckland University students, Simmons was influenced by Vernon Brown and his nationalist, 

regionalist version of modernist teachings, re-framed to suit the locality and culture of New 

Zealand.44 Imi Porsolt also had great influence on Simmons, especially in the areas of arts 

and history, and particularly French sculpture.45 It was possibly the team of Ed Lawry and  R. 

Toy46 who had the greatest influence, however, and  R. Toy later asked Neil Simmons, along 

34.  These two years were busy in his personal life as well, being married in May 1957 and with the birth of his first 
child in December 1958.

35.  Kenneth Albert graduated in 1948 from Auckland University Architecture School and studied engineering by 
correspondence through a London university, enrolling in 1951. He became a member of the Institute of Structural 
Engineers, London in 1957. He had established his office in  Karangahape Rd in 1952. Kenneth Albert’s work is 
discussed in ‘At Home: A Century of New Zealand design’ by Douglas Lloyd-Jenkins, Looking for the Local Justine 
Clarke and Paul Walker among others. Refer also to the March(Prof) thesis by Claire Yates Development of the 
Modern Movement in NZ – through Kenneth Albert 2009 for a personal history and documentation of Albert’s 
work.

36.  Refer to footnote number 9, Chapter 1,2, for brief bio note on Stephen Jelicich.
37.  Both the Registration body and the Institute of Architects were at that time a single entity, the NZIA.
38.  R H Toy OBE (1911-95) was a Professor at the Architecture School at Auckland University 1939-76, and was Chair 

of Design from 1959-76.
39.  E. A Lawry (1924-2009) was a Senior Lecturer at the University of Auckland Architecture School 1952-59. Work as 

a sole practitioner  includes Ellingham House, Takapuna 1958. After 1959 he joined M K & R F Draffin, which later 
became Draffin & Lawry. He left in 1976 to again practice on his own, until retirement in 1990. Refer to Obituary: 
Ed Lawry FNZIA in Cross Section August 2009 by Megan Rule for further information. 

40.  S I Crookes was an Associate Professor at the University of Auckland Architecture School 1947-67
41.  I V Porsolt was a Senior Lecturer at the University of Auckland Architecture School 1950-74. 
42.  Vernon Brown was a Senior Lecturer at the University of Auckland Architecture School 1943-65
43.  E.G.Ferriday was a Senior Lecturer at the Architecture School at Auckland University 1947-62
44.  Mitchell, David & Chaplin, Gillian The Elegant Shed Oxford University Press 1984, 31 Mitchell describes how 

the ‘persuasive and articulate’ Brown was a strong influence on ‘the first post-war generation of New Zealand 
architectural students.’ David Mitchell was a student approximately three years behind Neil Simmons, and both 
Mitchell and Simmons worked together at Thorpe Cutter Pickmere & Douglas in 1966. See also Block itinerary 
no.13 “Modern Houses in the West’ by Bill McKay for discussion on how the architecture of the Auckland region 
developed differently from the rest of New Zealand in large part due to the influence of the Nationalist Regionalism 
of Vernon Brown and the Group.

45.  pers. comm. N.Simmons 30/6/11.’
46.   Richard (Dick) Toy has been described as a ‘nationalist-focused humanist architect’ by Douglas Lloyd-Jenkins, At 

Home. A Century of New Zealand Design. Godwit, Auckland, 178.



Fig.23 NS020•71-B11, Berman House, roof windows, 1971

Fig.24 NS020•71-B11, Looking toward Kitchen, 1971

Fig.25 NS020•71-B11, East Elevation, 1971

Fig.26 NS020•71-B11, sketch design, Section, 1971

Fig.27 NS020•71-B11, Section C, 1971

Fig.28 NS020•71-B11, Section A, 1971

Fig.29 NS020•71-B11, sketch design, Plan, 1971

Fig.30 NS020•71-B11, Kitchen Plan, 1971
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with fellow student Paul Reid, to become his academic assistant.47

The structural staff were also important for Simmons, who maintained his focus on 

engineering techniques in his architectural projects as a student. His early interest was in 

bridge construction and Mayan architecture, with his main contemporary architect influence 

while a student of architecture being the Mexican-based Spanish architect and structural 

engineer Felix Candela.48 As a fourth year student, Simmons studied under Professor 

Ferriday for structures and construction, and it was Ferriday who introduced Simmons to 

Candela.49 He is interested in what he terms ‘engineering power’, structures which express 

the ‘work they do’50 while also being simple and economical. Such interest was not out of 

context for this time51 – interest in parabolic structures was worldwide and evident through 

the work of architects other than Candela, such as Jorn Utzon,52 Eero Saarinen and 

Buckminster Fuller’s domes in America. The combination of aesthetics and necessity fitted 

well with modernist ideals, while providing a welcome departure from the dominant cartesian 

forms of the time.

Fellow students at the Auckland University Architecture School in the same era as Neil 

Simmons include: Alan Warwick53 Vince Terrini 54 (1956) Allan Quinn55, Warwick Massey, 

Graeme Eckroyd,56 Don Wood57 Harry Netten58, Albert Gillissen59, Nick Stanish60, Gary 

47.  In 1956  R. Toy asked both Paul Reid and Neil Simmons to assist him after graduation, however Simmons 
decided to set up a sole practice as soon as possible and did not want to continue in the academic field. Paul Reid 
accepted this position and went on to assist R. R. Toy in practice also.

48.  Felix Candela, 1910-1997. Mexican-based Spanish architect and structural engineer. His main influence was in the 
development of thin shell reinforced concrete structures, again an example of engineering providing a solution to 
structure and decoration becoming one. (examples: Restaurant Los Manantialas, Xochimilco 1958,  Pabellon de 
Rayos Cosmicos, Mexico University, 1951)

49.  Pers. Comm.Neil Simmons 18/5/11 
50.  Pers. Comm.Neil Simmons 18/5/11
51.  Refer Boyd, Robin “the Engineering of Excitement” Architectural Review, Nov 1958 and Lost property: Hyperbolic 

Parabolid roofs and buildings http://www.lostproperty.org.nz/odds-sods/hyper-roofs/ retrieved 29/11/11.
52.  Sydney opera House 1956-63
53.  Alan Warwick worked for Fairhead, Mark Brown on graduation and went on to win several architectural awards. He 

left architecture to work in marine design, founding Warwick Yacht Design.
54.  Vince Terrini later became a Senior Lecturer at the Auckland Architecture School 1968-78.
55.  The architectural archive holds drawings of Allan Quinn, who was considered an exceptional drawing talent of his 

era. Pers.comm. Nick Stanish, August 2010. Upon graduation he lived what could be called an ‘alternative’ lifestyle 
which at one time involved living under a tree on a property on the North Shore. Neil Simmons contracted him for 
photography of his early projects (for example, Austin House, Milford NS003•60-A01) and later for a photographic 
mural for the Eves Epsom Pantry cake shop which opened in Queen Street in ?

56.  Graeme Eckroyd  and Warwick Massey designed the Howick Selwyn Church while at KRTA (1970). They both 
worked with Simmons at KRTA in 1964-5. Refer Block 2009-01 KRTA Guide and Home and Building magazine, 
July 1971.

57.  Don Wood was the founder of the Architectural Association (AA), who held their meetings in the Kiwi Tavern and 
the Wynyard Coffee bar, both on Symonds Street, Auckland. He opened the art gallery IKON in 1960, an archive 
for which is held by The Auckland Art Gallery.

58.  Harry Netten worked at the office of Kenneth Albert in the year before Simmons, and had worked on the Paora 
Flats projects. Netten is still registered and practicing in Auckland in 2011.

59.  Albert Gillessen (b1921) emigrated to New Zealand from The Netherlands after World War Two and enrolled 
at the Auckland Architecture School at the age of 31, graduating a year before Simmons in 1958. He was a 4th 
year student while involved in the building of the dome at Western Springs. Gillissen became an academic and 
became a Senior Lecturer in Adelaide in 1963 and a founding committee member of the University of the Third 
Age in South Australia. He was made a life member of the RAIA SA in 2001. (retreived from Gillissen Collection, 
Architecture Museum, University of South Australia series 324. www.unisa.edu.au)

60.  Partner in Stanish and Green Architects (with Briar Green), formed in 1991. Fellow NZIA, has held a part time 
teaching and lecture fellowship at the University of Auckland School of Architecture, (1987-2002) (retrieved http://
www.stanishandgreen.co.nz 20/12/11.) Previously part of ArchAngels Architecture Co-operative, with Russel 
Withers and others.



Fig.31 NS053•75-L14 Laurie House, view from street, 1975

Fig.32 NS053•75-L14, courtyard swimming pool, 1975

Fig.33 NS043•74-S15, Storey Pole House, interior staircase, 1974

Fig.34 NS088•79-W23, Whyte alteration,  kitchen interior, 1979

Fig.35 NS115•84-H55, Hill House, view from street, 1984

Fig.36 NS115•84-H55, Hill House, 1984
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Glasgow61, Ross Lee ,62 Brian Dodd,63 Roley Adams64, Paul Reid65, Ian George66, and Don 

Moller, among others.

Contemporary Events

An exhibition ‘HOMEBUILDING 1814-1954 The New Zealand Tradition’,67 was held by 

the Auckland University Architecture School at the Auckland City Art Gallery in 1954. It 

offers a helpful architectural context for the years in which Simmons was a student at the 

Auckland University School of Architecture as a second year student. Simmons would have 

been aware of the dominant themes that this exhibition confirmed, especially with regards 

to the importance at that time of the developing establishment of a national identity. The 

editor of the catalogue for this exhibition68 was James Garrett (b.1922), a recent graduate 

of the University of Auckland School of Architecture. Commenting on this exhibition, Robin 

Skinner says that; ‘Over fifty years later, it stands out as an important event in New Zealand 

architectural historiography.’69

The general tone of the exhibition expressed what Skinner refers to as a ‘calculated 

argument’70, one which promoted a modernist idealogy in the search for simple, clean 

geometries, while also rejecting any sense of nostalgia or what was regarded as imported 

Victorian over-elaboration. The exhibition was presented mainly as an historical overview of 

architectural periods in domestic building, although it did not pretend to take a neutral stance 

in this review. The exhibition clearly denounced architectural styles such as 1930s Art Deco 

and the Victorian era as well as the state housing programme;71 

‘This loss of individuality and difference for the sake of difference, is reflected in the 

extensive building programme of the State Housing department. THEY ACHIEVED A 

UNIFORM SUBURBAN STYLE BASED ON MINIMUM STANDARDS AND SOCIAL, 

NOT PERSONAL, QUALITIES. LACKING INDIVIDUAL OR REGIONAL VARIATIONS, 

THE OVERALL PATTERN IS MONOTONOUS.’72 

Capitalization is included in the catalogue text, thereby emphasizing the aesthetic and socio-

political position of the exhibition curators, which tended to favour the idea of ‘individual 

expression’ while rejecting the previous focus on the ‘communal good’ as an authoritarian 

monotony. This provides an indication on the gradual movement toward the now familiar 

individualisation of society in the western world. Clark and Walker also remind us that The 

61.  Gary Glasgow worked as an Architect at the Lion Breweries Architecture Department before  Forming Gary 
Glasgow Architects in 1986. He has tutored in construction at the Auckland Architecture School and works as a 
Consultant Heritage Planner to the Auckland City Councils.

62.  Ross Lee was involved in the Auckland Airport and the Auckland Medical School projects, among others, while at 
Stephenson & Turner.

63.  Brian Dodd and Roley Adams won the competition for the Otago Library, after which they set up their own 
practice, Adams Dodd.

64.  See footnote 63. 
65.  Paul Reid worked with R. Toy as a student and as an assistant after graduation, on his church designs, including 

the All Saints Church, Ponsonby Road (completed 1958) and the Holy Trinity in Parnell (Construction 1991-95). 
66.  Ian George taught at the University of Auckland Architecture School as a senior lecturer from 1964-c1991.
67.  The exhibition and catalogue title is shown here in capitals, as it appears on the catalogue cover.  Elsewhere the 

title is shown without capitals. Home:Building1814-1854 The New Zealand Tradition. Pelorus Press, Auckland, 
1954.

68.  Home:Building1814-1854 The New Zealand Tradition. Pelorus Press, Auckland, 1954. Exhibition catalogue.
69.  Skinner, R. Whare In The Bush. Unpacking a Twentieth Century Tradition. Fabrications 18:1. 2008, 60.
70.  Skinner, R. Whare In The Bush. Unpacking a Twentieth Century Tradition. Fabrications 18:1. 2008, 60. Francis 

Pound has also illustrated a similar calculated argument in the arts in the same era, which reinforces the notion 
that the focus on establishing a national identity was powerful throughout the twentieth century in this country. See 
Pound, Francis The Invention of NZ. Art and National Identity 1930-1970 Auckland University Press 2009.

71.  The rejection of the state housing programme seems to be driven both from a position of ideology as well as 
architectural design. The universal condition was seen as demoralising and suppressive of the voice of the 
individual, which indicates a shift in the political environment at that time. The post-WW2 socialist concerns were 
making way for the era of individualism and the suburban ideals of the 1950s, which followed the lead of the 
developing American suburb. 

72.  Home:Building1814-1854 The New Zealand Tradition. Pelorus Press, Auckland, 1954, 16.



Fig.37 NS024•72-R07, Rae Service Station alteration, 1972

Fig.38 NS120•84-E19, Eves Epsom Pantry, view from rear, 1984

Fig.39 NS102•81-K19, Kuaotunu Store, 1981

Fig.40 NS100•80-J17, Johnstone House, 1980, unbuilt

Fig.41 NS109•82-K23, Kidd Garrett, Commercial Interior, 1982

Fig.42 NS109•82-K23, Kidd Garrett, view of central staircase, 1982
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Group were highly critical of State Housing, however it appears their criticism based on the 

conservative architectural language employed as much as socio-political concerns; ‘New 

Zealand’s most radical initiative in treating housing as a collective rather than individual 

responsibility generally employed an architectural language that was very conservative.’73

The now well-known photograph used in New Zealand architectural discourse to represent 

the ‘man alone’ was included74 although it was mis-labelled as ‘Bach in King Country’.75 The 

inclusion of indigenous architecture in this exhibition shows the search for an ‘authentic’ base 

from which to find a true national identity. The alignment of Maori architecture with the early 

pioneer huts by presenting both as simple, pragmatic structures, however, reveals a certain 

kind of erasure, pointed out by Clark and Walker;

‘The photograph, Godber’s caption and the two readings of it by architectural 

commentators, hint at what was cleared by the new pioneers as they constructed the 

ground for their new culture: theory, gender, ethnicity.’76

Other relevant contemporary events that occurred during the time of Simmons’ university 

education include the founding in 1946 of both the Group Architects in Auckland and the 

Architectural Centre in Wellington.77 Members of the Architectural Centre were also part of 

The Group, who published their manifesto in 1946. The Architectural Centre also held an 

exhibition in 1954 based on inner city housing, reflecting their ideological stand against 

suburban sprawl.78 An Architectural Student Congress was held in 1959, however by this 

stage Neil Simmons had graduated and was working for Stephen Jelicich and did not attend. 

While Simmons was aware of these events and remained informed, his preference for 

isolation over group activities meant that he would often elect not to be involved. 

Avoidance of International Publications

‘The blaming of ‘overseas’ as the source of contamination is not all that recent.’79

There were many New Zealand architectural publications post World War Two and into the 

1950s,80 which helped to fuel the nationalist identity arguments developing concurrently in 

the arts and literature. However, Simmons was typical of a group of students who avoided 

looking at international magazines for precedents for their work. They consciously avoided 

publications such as the Architectural Review, as these were seen as part of a dominant 

colonial system and counter to their discussions on the need for a nationalist identity 

formation.81  This position has been discussed by several people, including  J D Dickson, 

who points out that, in fact ,while denying any international influence, this generation of 

architects did draw from international sources, Frank Lloyd Wright, Le Corbusier and Meis 

73.  (Ed) Brookes, Barbara. At Home in New Zealand. House History People. Bridget Williams Books, Wellington,  
2000. Clark, Justine and Walker, Peter ‘Book, House, Home’, 201.

74.  HOMEBUILDING A New Zealand Tradition 1814-1954, 22. ‘After the exhibition, Garret hung the photograph in his 
home.’ Skinner, R. Whare In The Bush. Unpacking a Twentieth Century Tradition. Fabrications 18:1. 2008, 62.

75.  The actual location is Piha. Refer to chapter 2.1 for further discussion on the mislabelling of this photograph 
image and its part in the theme of ‘man alone’.

76.  Clark, J and Walker,P. Looking for The Local. Architecture and the New Zealand Modern. Victoria University 
Press, 2000, 31.

77.  Refer to Clark, J and Walker,P. Looking for The Local. Architecture and the New Zealand Modern. Victoria 
University Press, 2000.  for discussion on the Architectural Centre and its preparations for a book on New Zealand 
Architecture in its founding years.

78.  This exhibition is discussed later in chapter 3.2.
79.  Austin, Mike, ‘Kiwi Architecture: Modernism Recycled’ Fabrications Vol 14, No 1 & 2, 2004, iii
80.  Refer to Clark, J and Walker,P. Looking for The Local. Architecture and the New Zealand Modern. Victoria 

University Press, 2000,12-15 for a full discussion on how the increase in architectural publications during this 
period influenced the development of post-war architecture in New Zealand.

81.  Neil Simmons recalls being part of a group of students who avoided popular publications of the time such as 
Architectural Review, however they did read the arts magazines Domus and Abitare. These were deemed 
‘allowable’ since their influence would be less direct than the architectural journals and therefore would not be 
regarded as ‘copying’. It is also evident that influences from England were less desirable than Europe at this time. 
(Pers. comm. N.Simmons 30/6/11)



Fig.43 Neil Simmons’ Library, bookshelves, architecture and art history

Fig.44 (ed) Whyte, L L, Aspects of Form, Indiana University Press, 3rd printing, 1966

Fig.45 Raafat, Aly Ahmed, Reinforced Concrete in Architecture, Reinhold Publishing, NYC 1958

Fig.46 Neil Simmons Library, bookshelves, art history

Fig.47 Rudofsky, Bernard, Architecture Without Architects, MOMA, NYC, 1965

Fig.48 Grigson, Geoffrey, Henry Moore,,The Penguin Modern Painters, Penguin, 1944

Fig.49 Marks, Robert W, The Dymaxion World of Buckminster Fuller, Reinhold, New York, 1960

Fig.50 Fordham, Frieda, An Introduction to Jung’s Psychology, Pelican, 1953

Fig.51 (ed) Porzio, D & Valsecchi, M, Picasso, Man and His Work, Book Sales, 1979

Fig.52 Le Corbusier, Towards a New Architecture, The Architectural Press, London, 1946

Fig.53 Morris, Desmond, The Human Zoo, Corgi, 1971

Fig.54 Rand, Ayn, The Fountainhead, 1968. Neil Simmons read this at age 15 years.
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Van der Rohe in particular.82 Francis Pound also discusses this generation of ‘Regionalists’, 

who in their search for a New Zealand identity rejected international styles, but who were in 

fact highly influenced by international artists.83 The arrival of Peter Middleton to the School 

of Architecture in 1948 challenged this position, and he encouraged the use of international 

precedents. The distrust of overseas influences, however, was reinforced by the teachings of 

Middleton’s colleague, Vernon Brown,84 who looked for ways to apply modernist ideologies 

to the conditions of New Zealand. Interestingly, Brown and likeminded colleagues used the 

Architectural Review to support his anti-European position.85 So while Simmons fits well into 

the nationalist regionalist strand of New Zealand modernism, he also was influenced by the 

proponents of the international strand of New Zealand’s modernism, followed by Stephen 

Jelicich, Mark Brown Fairhead and Kenneth Albert, all of who he was later to work with.86

The Library of Neil Simmons

Simmons’ library is kept in the family home rather than in the practice office and is 

organised very loosely into several themes, including architecture, engineering, art history, 

mathematics, and philosophy. These themes obviously also run through his life and work 

practices and reveal his bias toward the combination of engineering and art. Simmons quite 

literally sees architecture in this way, and has often called architectural design ‘sculpture you 

can inhabit.’87 Despite the ‘wall of books’ being moved several times over the last 40-odd 

years due to the changing family phases, the library remains conceptually the same wall of 

books, as does any library for which the collection itself has a stronger structure than the 

shelf formations. Neil Simmons is not naturally a collector, and he is definitely more interested 

in current projects than in documenting history, therefore the volumes kept in this library 

tend not to be treated as coveted objects, but as remnants of parts of a lived experience. 

They reveal snippets of wider experiences and interests of various stages in the life of not 

only Simmons as an architect but also of the family.88  Taking the lead from the exhibition89 

and book Unpacking My Library: Architects and Their Books,90 selected relevant sections 

of Simmons’ library have been photographed and he has been asked to select his ‘Top Ten 

Books’.  In keeping with the time constraints of this study, he has been asked to choose books 

from the period beginning with his architectural education and no later than 1984. 

82.  Dickson, John Connections. The House in the Auckland Scene’. G4 Exhibiting Unit, 1998, essay entitled 
‘Architectural Modernism in New Zealand 1060-1990’. Simmons recalls that Frank Lloyd Wright, Le Corbusier and 
Meis Van der Rohe were referred to as ‘the big three’ and of those three he preferred, at that time, Le Corbusier. 
Pers. Comm, Neil Simmons 18/10/11.

83.  Francis Pound, ‘The Invention of New Zealand Art & National Identity 1930-1970’ Auckland University Press, 
2009, Chapters I & III.

84.  Austin, Mike, ‘Kiwi Architecture: Modernism Recycled’ Fabrications Vol 14, No 1 & 2, 2004, iii and footnote 2, 
which locates a Vernon Brown quotation directly linking what he regarded as inappropriate design on ‘the influence 
of the imported architectural magazine.’ (in ‘The Possibilities in Vernacular Architecture’, Planning, 1 (August 1946) 
11-13.)

85.  See Block Itinerary no.13 ‘Modern Houses in the West’ Bill MacKay.
86.  Refer 1.2 Work Experience.
87.  Pers. Comm. Neil Simmons, 10/5/11.
88.  In reviewing this library, it has been difficult to separate my own relationship with these books in order to see 

them only in the context of Neil’s architectural life. For example, Giedion’s Space, Time and Architecture explained 
cubism to me as a school art history student, a feat no other art text could manage at that time. The revelation 
that a building such as the Eiffel Tower could embody similar ideas that were being painted by the artists of the 
analytical cubist period has for me forever combined architecture with artistic developments of an era. For Neil 
Simmons, Space Time and Architecture was a university text book and therefore has a different meaning and 
relevance.

89.  The exhibition ‘Unpacking My Library’ was held at The Urban Center, New York City in 2009. The Urban Center 
and Urban center Books closed on 23 January 2010 after operating since 1980 at 457 Madison Avenue, New York 
City, NY 10022.

90.  (Ed) Steffens, Jo, Unpacking My Library: Architects and Their Books Yale University Press, New Haven and 
London, 2009.



Fig.55 Thesis model, Neil Simmons, view from Queen Street, Auckland, 1958

Fig.56 Site photo, view from Queen Street, Auckland, 1958

Fig.57 Thesis model, view from Airedale Street, Auckland, 1958

Fig.58 Site photo, White Street, Auckland, 1958

Fig.59 Map of Auckland, 1950s (Source: Auckland Library)

Fig.60 Thesis model, view from Airedale Street at corner, Auckland, 1958

Fig.61 Thesis model, Neil Simmons, 1958
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Thesis: 1957, 1958:

Simmons’ design thesis, submitted at the end of 1958, was for an Auckland department 

store on the site between the MLC building in Queen Street and Airedale Street, part of 

which is now intersected by Mayoral Drive. The building had a floating white solid form, with 

horizontal slot windows and an open plaza area beneath, not dissimilar to the design of the 

Auckland Central Library now standing on a nearby site in Lorne Street and showing a clear 

international modern influence. By siting the department store in the central city, Simmons’ 

thesis design drew on the urban department store model familiar to New Zealand cities,91 

although the design programme itself shows an awareness of the 1950s American forms of 

consumerism and their influence over the developing New Zealand culture. The ‘main street’ 

model of retail, typical to the linear planning of New Zealand cities and towns, was being 

replaced by internalized superstores to compliment the spreading suburbs of the 1950s. 

The thesis was undertaken under the supervision of Professor Light92, and was originally to 

be a planning design for the re-design of the Mission Bay waterfront. Simmons was interested 

in diverting the road frontage away from the beach edge to allow more pedestrian traffic to 

develop. He was discouraged from this project due to its wide planning scope, and a lack of 

focus on a single building. But he maintained a strong interest in the wider planning issues 

inherent in architectural design, and later collaborated with surveyor and town planners 

Hrstich and Curtis when forming a practice in 1967.93

The thesis project design for the department store featured an open, glass walled promenade 

along the Queen Street level, set slightly back from the MLC building. The solid floating white 

form was emphasised by the use of the frameless glass walls at the retail street level. A 

structural core ran through the centre of the building to allow for the cantilevered free edge of 

the floating white form. A flyover ramp connected the building to the higher level of Airedale 

Street due to its steep incline.

It is possible that Simmons’ thesis project had an influence on the design of the Auckland 

Central Library, as members of the design team were familiar with his thesis design for the 

nearby site.94 The library was originally designed in the late 1960s95 by the Auckland City 

Council team of architects, led by Ewan Wainscott,96 who also designed the Aotea Centre in 

1974-89 and headed the design team for the Point Erin baths in 1962.97 Upon completion, 

Simmons presented his thesis to the manager of the existing Auckland Farmers Department 

Store at that time to discuss the outcomes and how they may have relevance for an existing 

central city department store.98 

Simmons’ thesis is no longer held in the University of Auckland School of Architecture Library, 

as it was one of many removed due to storage problems before digital storage was available. 

Simmons made his own binding and cover materials, and is now almost sure the materials 

91.  For example Smith and Caugheys and the Farmers Department Store in Auckland, Kirkcaldie and Stains in 
Wellington.

92.  A C Light was a Professor at the University of Auckland Architecture School 1947-67
93.  See Chapter 1.2 work experience for work and practice history.
94.  pers. comm.. Austin, Mike. 31/8/11. The students of the early 1960s were aware of Simmons’ thesis held in the 

Architecture Library and it was well-read, as confirmed by Prof Mike Austin, a student of that era, in an interview 
31/8/11. Simmons recalls a discussion with Barry Robinson, one of the Auckland City Council architects on the 
design team, where Barry mentioned reading his thesis. Pers. Comm. Neil Simmons 17/6/11.

95.  The first stage of the was opened in 1971, with a second stage completed in 1982.
96.  Ewan Wainscott (d 1987) Deputy City Architect.
97.  Further alterations to the Auckland Central library were made in 1996 (Creative Spaces), and again in 2005 by 

Athfield Architects Ltd and GHD Ltd – formerly City Design.
98.  Pers. comm Neil Simmons 28/8/11. Simmons recalls the manager and himself running through the costs for such 

a substantial project.



Fig.62 Dome construction at Western Springs, 1955/56, Ivan Tarulevicz

Fig.62  



32

1.1 Neil Simmons: Personal History

used in the submitted document would not have survived the decades. The ‘hand-made’ 

approach to presenting his thesis, rather than using generic binding, gives further indication 

of his interest in expression of the individual, a theme to emerge in the 1970s and still 

common to his work.99 The quality of the images shown here is very poor due to fading of the 

original slides, however they are the only surviving documents from the thesis.

Dome Construction, Auckland Carnival 1955.

A very influential event during the course of Simmons’ architectural study was the building of 

a large (28m) Geodesic Dome at Western Springs, for the Auckland Carnival held over the 

summer of 1955/56.100 The dome was designed by Auckland architect Maurice K Smith101, 

who had gained an M.Arch at MIT in the USA, and had worked for R. Buckminster Fuller 

(1895-1983), among others. Ivan Tarulevicz102 was a third year architecture student at the 

time and the project instigator, who later organized the visit of  R Buckminster Fuller to New 

Zealand in 1963.103 Simmons was also in his third year of university and studying under  

R. Toy at the time. He joined a team of approximately four or five students, including Vic 

Procuta104 and Albert Gillissen.105 Maurice Smith was the registered architect to lead the 

project and Mr Wilson, from B K Wilson’s Joinery factory was the main contractor.

The dome was constructed of timber struts – clear grade Douglas Fir106 - with galvanized 

steel connecting plates, all which were pre-produced. The cladding was imported Australian 

water-resistant ply and translucent fiberglass sheets, made in Wellington. The joints were 

taped.107 Component parts for the entire structure were pre-made in B.K Wilson’s joinery 

factory in Freemans Bay and Simmons remembers the dome being erected in 36 hours.108 

Simmons was very interested in the combination of economies of space, material and 

structure, and the engineering challenges inherent in the construction of the dome. The 

project also satisfied his aspiration to physically construct rather than retain projects on 

99.  pers.comm. Neil Simmons 17/6/11
100.  The Auckland Carnival was put on by the Auckland Public Relations Office. Refer Auckland Carnival brochure 

1955/56. The dome housed a display of dinosaurs for the Carnival.
101.  Maurice K Smith (b. 1926) is currently Emeritus Professor of Architecture at MIT, Massachusetts. He has had 

an extensive career in both architectural practice and education, teaching at MIT 1958-96.  He gained a masters 
degree at MIT in the early 1950’s and during this time studied and worked for Buckminster Fuller, Carl Koch, 
Serge Chermayeff and others. Maurice Smith was involved with Buckminster Fuller at the time of the construction 
of Fuller’s first Geodesic Dome, at Cape Cod in 1952-3. An artwork by Maurice K Smith (1956) was donated to the 
Auckland Architectural School by his family, and he was responsible for the mosaic mural located in the Odeon 
Theatre Complex, Queen Street, Auckland (1957). See http://www.fclarchives.co.nz/item.php?id=30090 for image, 
copyright The Fletcher Trust 2000-2011.

102.  Ivan Tarulevicz went on to design a grass-roofed house in the Bay of Plenty, which was a strong influence on 
Hunterwasser, who visited New Zealand in 1974. A television documentary has recently been made on Ivan 
Tarulevicz, who continued to work in sustainable architecture for his entire career. (Ivan Tarulevicz does not appear 
on the Block Chart Version 1.0, May 2008.)

103.  Letters written in 1964 between Ivan Tarulevicz  and Buckminster Fuller are kept in the Guide to The R. 
Buckminster Fuller Papers ca.1920-1983. (#1090) Stanford University. Libraries. Dept. of Special Collections and 
University Archives. (http://socialarchive.iath.virginia.edu/xtf/view?docId=Tarulevicz+Ivan-cr.xml) Refer also http://
www.lostproperty.org.nz/architects/maurice-k-smith/ 

104.  Vic Procuta was a fourth year student at the time. His son is also a graduate of the University of Auckland School 
of Architecture and now runs Antanas Procuta Architects in Hamilton.

105.  Albert Gillisen (b.1921) was a fourth year student at the time. He came to New Zealand from the Netherlands in 
1952 and studied architecture at the Auckland School, graduating with honours in 1958. Tutored at the university 
after gaining working experience in London and travelling. He became a Senior Lecturer in Architecture at the 
University of Adelaide in 1963, as well as continuing his Practice. Gillesen retired from academic life in 1986 and 

is a life fellow of the RAIA. Retrieved Gillissen Collection, Series 324, University of South Australia, 18/10/11. www.
unisa.edu.au

106.  The timber is recorded as being cedar in the Lost Property listing on Maurice K Smith, however Simmons 
particularly remembers the timber as being imported first grade imported Canadian Douglas Fir.

107.  Simmons recalls the cladding: ‘They just stuck tape over the joints. I remember suggesting that a glue which 
would melt the sheets be used to attach strips of fibreglass and thus form a welded joint to make a permanent job. 
I don’t think this was done and building was left to deteriorate.’ Pers. Comm. Neil Simmons 21/7/11.

108.  Pers. Comm. Neil Simmons 21/7/11.



Fig.63 From back left:Mr Wilson (owner of B K Wilson Joinery), Ivan Tarulevicz, 

Maurice Smith’s brother, Derek . Front Row: Mr Wilson’s son,  Vic Procuta, Maurice 

K Smith Albert Gillessen, 1955/56. All photographs taken by Neil Simmons.

Fig.64 Dome construction at Western Springs, for the Auckland Carnival, 

1955/1956

Fig.65 Dome construction, 1955/56

Fig.66 Dome construction, 1955/56

Fig.67 Maurice K Smith, Architect for dome construction, 1955/56

Fig.68 Dome construction, 1955/56

Fig.69 View of dome with partial cladding, 1955/56

Fig.70 View of dome, frame only, 1955/56

Fig.64  

Fig.69  Fig.70  

Fig.63  

Fig.68  Fig.67  

Fig.65  

Fig.66  
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paper. The modernist attitude to the relationship between decoration and structure is evident, 

where decoration is validated through its integration with the structure. This attitude, typical 

of the era, became firmly located in Simmons’ work, although he was always resisted 

the symmetry and complete form of the dome. Simmons’ work favours asymmetry and 

movement created through irregular but compositionally balanced forms, seen in the Berman 

and Newbold houses, for example.109 It is also interesting to note that Simmons was less 

interested in the cladding of the dome, which he considered to be unsatisfactory, and was 

more excited by the structure itself. This is possibly true of the majority of Simmons’ projects, 

which are always carefully conceived structurally, but tend to pay less attention to cladding 

and finishes.

109.  Berman House 1971 NSA•71-B11, Newbold House 1973 NSA•73-N04.



Fig.71 Kenneth Albert: Flats in Whitaker Place, Auckland, drawn N.Simmons, 1958 (unbuilt)

Fig.72 Kenneth Albert: Walter House, Auckland, drawn N.Simmons, 1958

Fig.73 Kenneth Albert: Fireplace, Lichenstein House, Remuera, Auckland, drawn N.Simmons, 1958,

Fig.74 Kenneth Albert: Fireplace, drawn N.Simmons, 1958

Fig.75 Kenneth Albert: Barfoot Real Estate office, Panmure, Auckland, drawn N.Simmons, 1958

Fig.71  

Fig.72  Fig.73  Fig.74  

Fig.75  
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The Office of Kenneth Albert 1957-58

Simmons worked before graduating and while completing his design thesis, for Kenneth 

Albert,1 who had at that time (1957, 58) established his office in the Melverne Building in 

Karangahape Road, Auckland. Albert had degrees in both architecture and engineering and 

this, as well as being a small practice, appealed to Simmons for his first practice experience. 

At that time, the office consisted of only Kenneth Albert and Simmons as his assistant, which 

meant great experience was gained in all aspects of the projects they worked on, from 

design and client contact through to site observation. Despite only working there for just over 

one year, Simmons had gained enough hours and experience to be registered on 19 March 

1958.2 The projects Simmons worked on included the Barfoot Real Estate office in Panmure, 

Walter House, Lichenstein House,3 Mason House4, and an unbuilt apartment project for 

Cintra Place, Central Auckland.

The work for which Kenneth Albert has since become most well-known, the Paora Flats,5 

had begun the design stage and Simmons recalls that Harry Netten6 had worked for Albert 

prior to Simmons and had worked on the drawings.7 Other projects for which Kenneth Albert 

became well known, such as the McClew House,8 were yet to be completed at the time 

Simmons worked in the Karangahape Road office. The early style of Kenneth Albert can be 

detected as an influence on Simmons’ ‘private job’ commissions while in his first years of 

practice. An example of this influence is seen in the Austin House (1960) and the Chapman-

Taylor house, (1962) although Simmons was already working in this manner before gaining 

employment with Kenneth Albert, as the sketch for a house for Lorraine Borley shows (fig.77, 

c1956).  This sketch shows a simple, low gable, expressive timber structure and balanced, 

asymmetrical composition, all which indicate his awareness of both nationalist influences 

of The Group and international modernists such as Kenneth Albert. Simmons’ interest in a 

sculptural formal approach is also already evident, in the push and pull of the enclosure walls 

set under a continuous roof line, creating some deep eave spaces in parts. This formal play 

is a constant theme throughout Simmons’ work, where exterior protected bays are created 

from sculpted forms. 

The Office of Stephen Jelicich 1959-60

Around the time of the submission of his thesis and subsequent graduation in May 1959, 

Simmons began work for Stephen Jelicich9 who had recently established his sole practice 

1.  Kenneth Albert (1922-1970) graduated in 1948 from the University of Auckland Architecture School and studied 
engineering by correspondence through a London university, enrolling in 1951. He became a member of the 
Institute of Structural Engineers, London in 1957. He had established his office in  K’Rd in 1952. Kenneth Albert’s 
work is discussed in At Home: A Century of New Zealand Design by Douglas Lloyd-Jenkins, Looking for the Local 
Justine Clarke and Paul Walker, among others. Refer also to the March(Prof) thesis by Claire Yates Development 
of the Modern Movement in NZ – through Kenneth Albert, 2009 for a personal history and documentation of 
Albert’s work.

2.  #985 NZIA Certificate dated 19 March, 1958
3.  Lichenstein House, 2 Elmstone Ave, Remuera. Refer to no.7 on the Block Guide 2009-11.
4.  Mason House, 34 Little John Street, Hillsborough (1959) Refer to the Block Guide 2009-11.
5.  Paora Flats, 32 Coates Avenue, Orakei 1959-60. Refer to Lloyd Jenkins, Douglas At Home A Century of New 

Zealand Design. Random House, Auckland, 2004, 173-174.  Note the dates provided by Lloyd Jenkins will relate 
to the construction period of this building, as Simmons recalls it was built after he left the office. Pers. Comm. Neil 
Simmons 2/8/11.

6.  Harry Netten was a student contemporary of Simmons. Harry Netten, NZIA reg. no. 606
7.  Pers. Comm. Neil Simmons 2/8/11.
8. Kenneth Albert  - McClew House, 16 Ngaiwi Street, Orakei 1966.
9.  Stephen A Jelicich ONZM (b. 1923) Formed Brenner Associates Ltd with Des Mullen and Milan Mrkusich (artist) 

upon graduation in 1949. Left in 1958 and ran a solo practice until 1963. Formed JASMaD with four other 



Fig.76 House for Lorraine Borley, North Shore, sketch N.Simmons, c1956

Fig.77 NS003•60-A01, Austin House, interior, Milford, Auckland, 1960

Fig.78 NS003•60-A01, Austin House, interior, Milford, Auckland, 1960

Fig.79 NS003•60-A01, Austin House, view from drive, 1960

Fig.80 NS003•60-A01, Austin House, N.Simmons and Mrs Austin and child, 1961

Fig.76  

Fig.77  Fig.78  

Fig.79  Fig.80  
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after dissolving Brenner Associates.10 Again, the office structure at this time was that of a 

sole practitioner and his assistant – Stephen Jelicich and Neil Simmons.11 This office model 

suited Simmons in his early years as it provided him with knowledge of all aspects of running 

a practice. It is interesting to note that this is also the preferred office structure when running 

Simmons’ own practice over the decades. Simmons continued to work on his own private 

projects12 from his own home in these early years, indicating his immediate desire to run his 

own practice. 

It was on the strength of his placing in a competition in late 1959 sponsored by The Auckland 

Star,13 and becoming part of a six-person design team commissioned to design a new suburb 

in Onehunga, that Simmons was able to set up his own sole practice. A public exhibition 

of the competition entries was held in the Auckland Star offices and went on for several 

months, and the results were publicised in magazines14 and the Auckland Star. Because 

of this exposure, Simmons secured his first ‘full fee’ commission for a house (with attached 

consultation room) in Milford for his client, Dr. Austin in early 1960.

The Office of Newman Smith & Associates 1961

Simmons left the practice of Stephen Jelicich and set up his own practice in late 196015 but 

did not re- register with the NZIA until 1 April 196316.  A year later, Simmons was working in 

the offices of Newman Smith & Associates17, alongside Mike Austin, who was at that time 

a recent graduate. This return to salaried employment would have been due to having an 

opportunity to work with Geoff Newman, who had inspired Simmons to study architecture 

while in the fifth form at school.18 Newman Smith and Associates was by then Geoff Newman 

and Gordon Smith, and they had completed their most well-known work at that time, the 

W(h)anganui War Memorial Hall.19 The St Helens Hospital project was new to the office at 

architects in 1963, (which later became Jasmax Ltd). Also author of ‘From Distant Villages – the lives and times of 
Croatian settlers in New Zealand. 1858-1958’ Pharos Publications, Auckland, 2008.

10.  As mentioned in footnote 58 of the Introduction, Stephen Jelicich ONZM formed Brenner Associates in 1949 
with Des Mullen, Ron Grant and Milan Mrkusich and later Vladimir Cacala. As well as being a small architectural 
practice, they also opened Brenner Associates Ltd as a shop dedicated to Modernism in art, furnishings and 
furniture. (Located first in Queen Street, Central City, then Dominion Road in Balmoral, and finally Vulcan Lane, 
Central City.)  Brenners was dissolved around 1958 and Stephen Jelicich formed his solo practice, before 
becoming a founding member of Jasmad in 1963. (Refer Lloyd-Jenkins, D (2004:138) and Jelicich, Stephen From 
Distant Villages – the lives and times of Croatian settlers in New Zealand. 1858-1958’ 2008 Pharos Publications, 
Auckland, 304.) Stephen Albert Jelicich was awarded an ONZM in the New Years Honours List in 2003.

11.  Neil Simmons recalls that Vic Procuta ( a fellow student involved in the Western Springs Dome construction) 
worked for Stephen Jelicich just before he started. Pers. comm. Neil Simmons 5/9/11.

12. The Wright House, 12 Ngapipi Road, Orakei, was designed in 1959, while working for Jelicich. Simmons provided 
the design drawings and partial contract documents, and did not oversee the construction of this project on site. 
Because he did not oversee the project’s construction, Simmons does not regard this as a ‘full fee’ job.

13.  Refer Appendix E for a full list of competition winners and drawings in this competition. The Auckland Star ‘Ideal 
Home’ competition was for the design of a home with a small doctor’s consultation room attached. 

14.  Home and Building, 1 October 1959 and Home and Building 1 January 1960 (cover image).
15.  Pers.comm. N.Simmons 2/8/11. Simmons remembers the birth one ‘one of the children’ as being the approximate 

time of leaving the office of S.Jelicich, as he recalls his wife Sonia and the brand new baby waiting in the car 
outside. This would have been November 1960 after the birth of their second child, Terri.

16.  Home practice 1961-68 based at both 15 & 21 Hattaway Avenue, Bucklands Beach. Officially registered with NZIA 
Private Practice (and appearing in the Home & Building NZIA members lists) 1st April 1963 – 1st May 1965, with 
office address as 21 Hattaway Ave, Howick. 

17.  Newman Smith and Associates was at that time run by Geoff Newman and Gordon Smith, after the departure of 
Anthony Greenhough (b.1931-) in 1960, with approximately two-three staff members, including Mike Austin and 
Neil Simmons. The offices were in a small residential unit in Grafton. They had by then completed their most well-
known work at that time, the Whanganui War Memorial Hall (1955-60) and the St Helens Hospital project was in 
the early stages.

18.  Refer to part 1.1, page 12.
19.  Whanganui War Memorial Hall, design competition 1955, construction period 1958-60, by Greenhough, Smith 

and Newman. NZIA Gold Medal 1961, 25 year medal 1998. Anthony Greenhough (b.1931-) had departed from 
the practice after the completion of the War Memorial Hall and the practice was re-named Newman, Smith & 
Associates.



Fig.81 NS003•60-A01 Austin House, Milford, Auckland, 1960

Fig.82 NS003•60-A01, Austin House, exterior deck, 1960

Fig.82  

Fig.81  
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this stage20, and Simmons worked on the design and documentation of the stairwell link.21 

Simmons continued to work from home on his own private commissions while employed at 

Newman Smith and Associates, as he had earlier while employed by Jelicich.22 Mike Austin 

estimated that Simmons left Newman Smith and Associates in the summer of 1962,23 around 

the time that Simmons experimented with a partnership with a fellow student, Don Moller.24

Home Office and Private Jobs 1960-64

The work produced by Simmons in these early years of his private practice was influenced 

by these short but valuable early working experiences. As mentioned, the early houses25 

show the clean, simple direction for housing favoured by his employers, who were working 

in the international modern style, as well as the influence of the Group in Auckland at that 

time, with the low, spreading gable and delight in timber structural efficiencies. While Kenneth 

Albert was influenced by the European Modernist examples, Jelicich looked to Marcel Breuer 

in America and The Group were idealistically and stylistically influenced by West Coast 

America.26 In the Chapman-Taylor House, for example, the simple gable structures were 

stripped bare of additive detail and the timber structure was reduced and rearranged to allow 

the leanest members possible. Great effort was invested in eliminating the ridge beam and 

lintels to all windows, through the use of structural joinery and diaphragm ceiling linings. 

At this time the private jobs (PJ’s) were carried out from office space at home, and home for 

the Simmons family was at 15 Hattaway Avenue in Bucklands Beach, which Neil and Sonia 

moved into after their marriage in 1957. In 1961 they moved along the road to 21 Hattaway 

Avenue, where they stayed until early 1969, after completion of the Simmons House in 

Eastern Beach.27 Bucklands Beach28 is located in the Eastern suburbs of Auckland, which at 

that time was undeveloped land used as a holiday and camping area by Aucklanders.29 The 

first subdivision sale was in 1916, and the area was generally given over to farmland, with 

baches appearing along the beach edges in the 1930’s.30 The next major subdivision of the 

area came in 1947 to house returned servicemen and their families31, and then in the early 

1960s, when Neil and Sonia Simmons purchased a section at 8 Rogers Avenue, Eastern 

Beach32. This was a new subdivision in what was then a beachside area with small homes 

20.  St Helens Hospital and House, Linwood Avenue, Mt Albert 1959-68. (Now AIS St Helens) Opened 15 February 
1968. The House at St Helens Hospital has been dated as 1960 by Bill McKay and Douglas Lloyd-Jenkins in their 
“Top 50 Houses’ List. New Zealand Home and Entertaining, December 1999 - January 2000 p 64-86.

21.  Austin, M. Interview 31/8/11. Austin recalls the ‘gutsy’ drawings made by Simmons for the stair for the St Helens 
Hospital, and that Simmons was instructed to repeat the same design and details as used in the Whanganui War 
Memorial Hall, however Simmons did not do this as he saw no value in repeating something already designed, 
however successful. This is an example of what Austin describes as the ideological differences between Simmons 
and Newman Smith and Associates.

22.  Austin, M. Interview 31/8/11. Austin recalls being aware that Simmons worked on ‘PJ’s’ at home during the time he 
was employed at Newman Smith and Associates.  

23.  Interview with Mike Austin, 31/8/11.
24.  See further details later in this chapter, in sections ‘Thorpe, Cutter Pickmere & Douglas’ and later ‘Partnerships’.
25.  The Austin House (1960), the McIndoe House (1961), the Chapman-Taylor House (1962) and the Hill House 

(1962) Refer Section B: Database 1958-1965.
26.  Lloyd-Jenkins, D. At Home. A Century of New Zealand Design. Godwit. Auckland, 2004, 124.
27.  NSA009•64-S05. Simmons House 1964.
28.  The first missionary to purchase the Bucklands Beach isthmus from Maori was William Thomas Fairburn, usually 

regarded as New Zealand’s first architect. The maori occupation of this area is complex and it has a long history 
of war, but it was established by several large iwi, including Tainui, Ngapuhi and Taua. The Ngaitai are a subtribe 
of Tainui, and occupied the area, with pa fortifications at Musick Point (Te Waiarohia) from 1450AD until 1821. 
Refer La Roche, Alan, The History of Howick and Pakuranga. Whitford, Bucklands and Eastern Beaches and 
Surrounding Districts. The Howick & Districts Historical Society, Auckland, 1991, 165.

29.  Sonia’s family were connected to this part of Auckland through their many camping trips made as a family from 
their State House home in Cambourne Road, Mt Albert. 

30.  The first roads into the Bucklands Beach area were made in the 1930’s and were of the white shell local to the 
area, and which opened the area up for families to holiday, and for subdivisions to be created.

31.  Bucklands Beach Primary School started in 1955, to accommodate these families.
32.  This subdivision focused on the Eastern Beach area and sections sold for 2000 pounds each. The Maori name 



Fig.83  

Fig.84  Fig.85  

Fig.86  Fig.87  

Fig.83 KRTA: Farmers space-frame, Pakuranga, Auckland, 1965

Fig.84 KRTA: Farmers Building, exterior, Pakuranga, Auckland, 1965

Fig.85 KRTA: Farmers Building, downpipe detail, 1965

Fig.86 KRTA: Pakuranga Shopping Centre Mall, at entry to Farmers Building, 1965

Fig.87 KRTA: Pakuranga Shopping Centre Mall courtyard, view of Farmers Building, 1965
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and baches lining the single road stretching the length of the beach. It was while living 

and working from Hattaway Avenue, that Simmons began the design of the family home at 

Eastern Beach in 1964, and later developing it while working at Kingston Reynolds Thom & 

Allardice, his next office as an architectural employee.33

The Office of Kingston Reynolds Thom & Allardice (KRTA) 1965

In early 1965, after the birth of his fourth child and a three month illness which interrupted the 

flow of new work to his solo practice, Simmons returned to employment in a large practice 

to again ensure financial support for his family.34  Simmons was employed by KRTA,35 where 

he worked on the new Farmers Department Store building set within the new outdoor mall 

complex at Pakuranga.36 Simmons’ earlier thesis study on department store retail models 

helped secure his employment for this project in Pakuranga, and he was employed as the 

project architect for the Farmers building, while Chris Gillies was the project architect for the 

remainder of the shopping centre.37 The result was that the Farmers Department Store has 

slightly different detailing while using the same materials as the rest of the complex. The large 

internal span for the department store was achieved through the design of a space frame 

structure, furthering Simmons’ experience with lightweight engineered structures, helped by 

his previous experience building the geodesic dome in Western Springs in 1955.38 Simmons 

remembers that during the time of employment at KRTA, he was in ongoing negotiation with 

the Manukau County Council over the construction methods to be used for the design of the 

Simmons house, for which he had built a model.39 He recalls having the model at his desk in 

the office and discussing it with fellow architects.40 

The Office of Thorpe Cutter Pickmere & Douglas (TCPM) 1966

In 1966 Simmons moved to Thorpe Cutter Pickmere & Douglas,41 where he stayed for just 

over a year. During this time he worked on the Christchurch Teachers College as Project 

Architect and carried out the concept design for two colleges and the shared facilities block 

for the Auckland Teachers Training College in Epsom. Simmons worked in a team with Jack 

Manning and David Mitchell who each led separate teams for the developed design on the 

for the Eastern Beach area is Okokino, and the early English name for the beach was Masons Beach. From 1870-
1920, the extensive layers of cockle shell were used to run a limeworks, with early images of the beach showing 
several round brickwork kilns on the grassy edge to the beach. See The History of Howick and Pakuranga. 
Whitford, Bucklands and Eastern Beaches and Surrounding Districts. The Howick & Districts Historical Society, 
Auckland, 1991, 164-171

33.  The planning permission and construction of the house took four years, due to the Council returning his first two 
design proposals due to unconventional construction methods. Refer 2.2, The Family Home. The family moved in 
to 8 Rogers Avenue in late 1968 / early 1969.

34.  Neil contracted glandula fever in the winter of 1964, which left him unable to worked for 3 months. His wife, Sonia, 
was looking after four children, the eldest being six years old at this time. She was also working as a supervisor for 
the local PlayCentre, although this was an unpaid position.

35.  The engineering firm originally established in 1915 under the name Jones & Adams became KRTA after a series 
of director changes and Ian Reynolds joined the company in 1962. The multi-disciplinary firm included all forms of 
engineering, planning, quantity surveying and architecture. Refer Block Itinerary no.19, 01 2009: 

36.  see Home & Building Nov. 1960.
37.  The entire shopping mall project was developed by Fletchers, however the land was sold freehold to Farmers 

due to the Farmers’ company policy not to rent land. This resulted in KRTA dealing directly with Farmers as the 
client, rather than going through Fletchers, as well as dealing with Fletchers as the client for the remainder of the 
development. Pers. comm.. Neil Simmons 18/10/11.

38.  Neil Simmons used a space frame to span an interior courtyard space on a later residential project, Webber 
House 1989 in Takapuna (W33).

39.  Refer to Chapter 2.2 Neil Simmons: Houses of the 1960s for a description of the process taken to obtain consent 
for the Simmons House, 1964. NS009•64-S05.

40.  Pers. Comm. Neil Simmons 10/5/11. Similarities can be seen between the Simmons House and the Selwyn 
Church in Howick, designed by Graeme Eckroyd and Warwick Massey at KRTA and  it appears that the design of 
the Simmons House had an influence on the church design. Refer Block Intinerary no.19, All saints Church, 17 
Selwyn Road, Howick and Home and Building, July 1971.

41.  TCPD were awarded NZIA Silver Award 1962 for Sewerage Purification Plant in Mangere (see Home &Building 
May 1963, 60) At Thorpe Cutter Pickmere Douglas, Simmons worked in a design team under Jack Manning. Refer 
to Jack Manning interview with John Walsh in 2011 upon receipt of his NZIA Gold Medal, where he mentions 
Simmons in discussion of this era. Architecture NZ, 2011, 40.



Fig.88 Thorpe Cutter Pickmere and Douglas: Christchurch Teachers College model, 1966

Fig.89 Neil Simmons in office at 152 Hobson Street, Auckland, c1977

Fig.88  

Fig.89  
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primary and secondary colleges buildings. 42

Working for such established architectural firms allowed Simmons to work on large projects 

and further his desire to develop an engineering-based architectural style, and he remembers 

these working days with huge affection. It is interesting to note that he chose not to stay with 

these firms for longer than one or two projects. Simmons was given a great deal of design 

freedom within the firms, and his reasons for moving on were not due to any hindrance to 

pursuing his architectural ambitions. However when questioned43 on his reasons for leaving 

the firms despite enjoying working there, he cites a fear of being ‘buried’ in such a company. 

This impulse, to maintain his individual spirit, has become one he has acted on for most 

of his working career. It manifests itself in many forms, from maintaining a small practice 

to a general dislike for bureaucracy. In an Architecture NZ interview with Jack Manning44, 

Manning describes his own reasons for leaving Thorpe Cutter Pickmere and Douglas as 

being ‘…because Thorpe Cutter had realized I wasn’t the businessman that they were really 

looking for.’45 This is also an apt description of Simmons’ general attitude to the practice 

of architecture and its relationship to business, and his early career is littered with very 

short-term partnerships, which tended to break down due to business rather than design 

differences.46

Victoria Street Office 1967 - 1975

In early 1967 Simmons set up an office in a first floor central city premises at 43A Victoria 

Street, Auckland. He shared the space with Barry Curtis,47 a Town Planner and Danny 

Hrstich, a surveyor, forming ‘Hrstich, Curtis and Simmons’ as a co-operative office. Barry 

Curtis and Danny Hrstich continued their already established partnership and Simmons 

operated as a sole practitioner, and they also formed an associate-ship where they 

collaborated on selected projects. ‘Hrstich, Curtis, Simmons & Associates’ handled the larger 

planning and development projects and they could each also continue with their own smaller 

projects. 

Simmons had let his membership as a sole practitioner in the NZIA lapse between June 

1965 and June 1968, a period mainly filled with employment by KRTA and TCPM.48 Despite 

setting up in 1967, Simmons’ sole practice does not appear in the Private Practitioners 

listings published in the monthly NZIA Journal as a practitioner with offices at 43a Victoria 

St West until June 1968.49 The NZIA records do not provide a completely accurate overview 

of the office premises, due to the fact that Simmons has at various times ceased his annual 

payments for membership. Projects undertaken during this time had a strong Town Planning 

42.  Architecture NZ magazine 3.2011, 40 – Jack Manning mentions this era in his interview with  John Walsh, after 
Jack Manning was awarded the NZIA Gold Medal 2011. Manning mentions working with Neil Simmons, Peter 
Sargisson, Peter Hill and David Mitchell from this time.

43.  Pers. comm. Neil Simmons 4/9/10.
44.  Jack Manning, quoted in an interview with John Walsh, after Manning was awarded the NZIA Gold Medal 2011, 

Architecture NZ magazine 3.2011, 40.
45.  ibid, Pg 40..
46.  Refer to Appendix F for list of staff and partnerships. One such example is when Simmons informally joined forces 

with an architecture school colleague, Don Moller, who had an office in Onehunga at the time (c1961-2). After 3 
months, Simmons left the casual partnership before it had been formally agreed, after a discussion between the 
two on life priorities had highlighted their differences; for Simmons his growing family was his first priority, whereas 
Don listed his as firstly the Partnership, followed by Health, and lastly the Family. For a young architect with no 
children, Don must have found it frustrating when Simmons took time away from the office for family holidays and 
children’s activities.

47.  Sir Barry Curtis was a councilor at Manukau City Council from 1968, just after setting up practice in Victoria 
Street, and he continued to practice survey and planning. In 1983 he was elected Mayor of Manukau City Council 
and continued to be re-elected until 2007. He was knighted in 1991.

48.  The dates provided are Simmons’ registration dates as per the NZIA Private Practice lists in the Home & Building 
magazines, which was at the time published under the auspices of the NZIA. 

49.  Refer to the timeline, Appendix B for both the registration and office location dates.



Fig.90 NS006•62-C01 Chapman-Taylor House, Titirangi, 1962, view from street

Fig.91 NS006•62-C01 Chapman-Taylor House, Plan, 1962

Fig.90  

Fig.91  
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emphasis due to the collaboration with Hrstich and Curtis, and included the Great South 

Road Business area in Greenlane50 and the Market Road Scheme Plan for One Tree Hill.51 

The Curtis family home in Bucklands Beach52 was also designed at this time, beginning as 

the office was established and completed on site in 1969.

152 Hobson Street 1975 - 1992

In mid 1975 Hrstich, Curtis & Simmons moved office space to 152 Hobson Street, in an old 

warehouse building in what was then the industrial outskirts of Auckland. Simmons took the 

lease for the entire two-storey building, and Hrstich, Curtis & Simmons occupied the first 

floor at the southern end. The first floor northern end and the ground level were sub-let to 

other arts-related businesses. A small community was created, occupied at times by furniture 

designers, filmmakers and architects over the seventeen year period that Simmons operated 

from that building.53 

The office environment of Hrstich, Curtis & Simmons was true to Simmons’ personal style, 

with white brickwork walls and heavy warehouse roof open trusses, blackened by a previous 

fire in the building. Simmons constructed a mezzanine space for the printing machines 

and storage using his typical warehouse construction method of laminated timber planks 

on exposed beams. An old ‘pot-belly’ stove was used for heating the open-plan space. An 

over-sized long table (over six x two metres) was constructed from six ply-faced doors, set 

within a heavy timber frame and onto a huge wharf pile laid across the floor. This provided a 

surface for all activities - layout space for drawings, a surface for model-making and drawing 

boards were fixed onto it at several positions. The atmosphere in the office was relaxed, and 

Simmons would often be wearing shorts. He never wore a suit, but would keep a tie and shirt 

in the office in case a more professional look was required. Simmons carried a handmade 

leather portfolio cover for drawings that he had made himself and had an old army shoulder 

bag in place of a briefcase.

Barry Curtis was slowly moving from planning into local politics, and by the early 1980s 

he had ceased practicing and Danny Hrstich and Neil Simmons operated were operating 

their small practices separately. In 1992 there was a change in ownership of the building, 

and the lease on the Hobson Street building was not renewed.54 The new owner employed 

Simmons to convert the office interiors into apartments while they were raising funds and 

completing documentation for the multi-site, multi-story building which now occupies the site. 

The warehouse building at 152 Hobson Street has now been demolished, and the site has 

been merged with adjacent land titles to form a multi-story office block. The only building of 

this area that remains is the Tommy Doo building on the corner of Hobson and Cook Streets, 

which had heritage protection.

1 Argo Drive, Half Moon Bay Marina 1992 - 2006

Simmons continued to share the Hobson Street premises with Danny Hrstich and later a boat 

designer, Bo Birdsall until 1992, after which he set up a separate office for Neil Simmons • 

50.  NS022•71-A06 AGSTP Scheme. (1971)
51.  NS036•73-O05 One Tree Hill Borough Council. The design report prepared by Hrstich Curtis and Simmons was 

written into the District Plan.
52.  NS011•67-C03. Curtis family home, 10 Takutai Avenue, Bucklands Beach, Auckland.
53.  Aardvark Films occupied the First Floor northern end 1875-82, followed by Stephen Smythe, architect. 

DesignForces, run by Michael Smythe and later called DesignWorks took the Ground Level lease until 1987-8, 
after which Cotton Clarke Architects moved in. Kevin Clarke stayed there until 1992 after his partner, Neil Cotton, 
left to form what is now ASC Architects Ltd. (Neil Cotton had worked for Neil Simmons 1970-72 as an architectural 
graduate on the First Floor level.)

54.  The lease for the building was with the Public Trust Office, who sold the building to a development company 
owned by John Van Camp, a previous client of Neil Simmons.



Fig.92 NS006•62-C01 Chapman-Taylor House, view toward eave 1962

Fig.93 NS006•62-C01 Chapman_Taylor House, truss detail, 1962

Fig.94 NS006•62-C01, Chapman-Taylor House, interior, 1962

Fig.95 NS006•62-C01, Chapman-Taylor House, interior, dining corner, 1962

Fig.96 NS006•62-C01, Chapman-Taylor House, interior mass wall (includes heating wires)

Fig.97 NS006•62-C01, Chapman-Taylor House, eave deatil, 1962 

Fig.92  Fig.93  

Fig.94  Fig.95  

Fig.96  Fig.97  
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Architects in Half Moon Bay Marina, in the ground level of the Marina Administration Building. 

The office environment was a change from the eclectic and handmade look of the Hobson 

Street office, but the six by two meter table was reinstalled (on an angle) in the long space 

which had a 5m stud height and a large south-facing glazed wall with a backdrop of green 

planting. This was an office environment probably more suited to the era,55 although the 

casual character to the office remained.

Wherever the Neil Simmons • Architect office has been based in Auckland – at 43a Victoria 

St West, 152 Hobson St, 1 Argo Drive in Half Moon Bay, or in his current home studio at 

Eastern Beach, there are no display photos of the completed built work on the walls. Typically, 

an architectural firm has a meeting room or area in which to receive clients and consultants, 

and in this meeting room the images of the work produced by the architectural office are 

displayed. However, this model has never applied to the office environments of Neil Simmons 

• Architect, and Simmons has always created an open-plan office, with couches and a low 

table for meetings, although he would often conduct meetings at the drawing board.56 The 

‘display’, then, is the office in action. The communication of the skills of the architectural office 

is conveyed through work-in-progress rather than images of completed works.57 

Home Studio, 8 Rogers Ave, Eastern Beach 2006 to Present Day

Neil Simmons currently works from a mezzanine studio in his family home at Eastern 

Beach, Auckland, having moved the practice there in 2006, at age 72 years. This move was 

made to reduce the overheads in running an office, to ensure that work taken on is on the 

basis of interest rather than financial requirement. The idea of retirement is not an option 

for Simmons, and he continues to practice with renewed delight and enthusiasm with each 

new project. He no longer employs staff and instead runs his practice with the assistance of 

a drafting company. Simmons has at various times had a staff of up to five and has formed 

several short-term partnerships58, but has always returned after expansion to a small office 

model where he can work as the main designer. Simmons likes to be involved in all aspects 

of each project, therefore the larger office models do not suit his working method.

Employees 59

Generally, Simmons tended to employ architectural graduates and the office would become 

a training ground for them for a year or two before they moved on. Simmons considered 

their lack of knowledge of current building codes to be positive in their design contribution, 

in that their thinking would not be restricted. The office tended to operate under the master-

apprentice type structure that has been informally followed in New Zealand, and Simmons 

took the role of educating each graduate seriously60. To assist the architectural graduates, 

55.  The economic reforms of the 1980s had an impact on the renegade, anti-authoritarian characteristic so prevalent 
in the 1970s, and by the early 1990s the country had a more corporate feel to it. Refer Robin Skinner, ‘Larrikins 
Abroad: International Account of the New Zealand Architects in the 1970s and 1980s (1999) in Shifting Views 
Selected essays on the Architectural History of Australia and New Zealand (ed) Andrew Leach, Antony Moulis & 
Nicole Sully, University of Queensland Press 2008, 103-111.

56.  With the integration of computers into the office, (approximately 1993) the meetings would still occur at the 
physical drawing board, as this is where most sketch design and design development would still take place.

57.  This idea – of anti-display – is also seen in other areas of his life. For example, with regard to the display of 
animals caught from hunting or fishing. As a hunter himself, Simmons finds the display of ‘trophy heads’ distasteful, 
as for him, the reason for the hunt is not to display the prowess of the hunter, but to provide food for the family and 
for its existential benefits. 

58.  Neil Simmons formed a partnership with Brian Elliot in 1970-2 and with John Beauvink 1984. The second 
partnership was dissolved on 23/7/85.

59. Refer to Appendix D.
60.  In the 1960s and 1970s, offices were able to take on architectural graduates with the expectation of teaching 

them practical skills for their first year of employment. This was a way the profession contributed to the education 
process of young architects and for the graduates to complete their education in an office environment. 
Specialization since the 1980s has arguably made this difficult, and practices now tend to prefer graduates to be 
immediately productive on employment.  



Fig.98 Office Photo, 152 Hobson Street office, 1978. From left: Les Graham, Cynthia Fortune,, John Worsfold, Neil Simmons, Danny Hrstich

Fig.99 NS063•76-P17,  interior pole stair, 152 Hobson Street, Auckland, and P17 prototype, sketch N.Simmons, 1976

Fig.98  

Fig.99  
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the office would always have at least one competent drafting staff member. The practice has 

always been conceived of as a sole practice, a model suited to the employment of graduates, 

who would bring energy, potential and a desire to learn to the office, and allowing Simmons 

to continue as lead designer. Architect and architectural graduate employees over the years 

have included Neil Cotton, Brian Elliot, Lindy Leuschke, Colin Leuschke, John Beauvink, 

Conway Brooks, Barbara Draper, Lucy Treep, Jamie Sanderson, Michelle Stott, and myself. 

Drafting employees have included John Worsfold, Jon (Jake) Jacobsen, Eddie De Heer, 

Chris Sargisson, Les Graham, Jack Reynolds, N. Martin, Justin Morton, Jan Marchant and 

Alison Crawford (now Alison King). 

Partnerships 61

There have been several short periods where Simmons went into partnership with 

a colleague or an existing staff member, although it is interesting to note that these 

partnerships did not last for more than 2-3 years. The first was a brief ‘agreement’ between 

Simmons and Don Moller, which was not formalised. The second was in 1970-72 with Brian 

Elliot, a young and talented designer who had moved to Auckland after a time in the office 

of Roger Walker in Wellington, whose influence is seen in several projects that Elliot was 

involved in.62 This partnership dissolved for several reasons, the main one being that Elliot 

was aware that the practice would not be financially successful due to its structure and 

priorities, and perhaps also due to the fact that Elliot and Simmons both wanted design 

control. In 1985 a third partnership was formed with John Beauvink, who was happy to 

take the managerial roles in the practice, however this partnership also dissolved due to 

differences in practice priorities and business structure. A fourth partnership, additional 

to, and separate from, Neil Simmons • Architect, was created in 1996. ‘G4 Architectural 

Unit Ltd’63 was a company set up by a group of several sole practitioner architects to allow 

opportunities to work on larger projects.

Work with Architectural Students: 1974, 1977

Over the years Simmons has experimented with combining education with his practice, 

attempting to include students in either the documentation or construction phases of 

professional work. He describes having a group of University of Auckland students 

carry out the construction documents for the Haihei pole house,64 as part of the second 

year construction course run by Ian George65 in 1974. Simmons was one of two invited 

practitioners66 to bring in a model and sketch design drawings, from which the students were 

asked to prepare the construction drawings. Ross Jenner,67 a current senior lecturer at the 

University of Auckland Architecture School, was a second year student in 1974 and was one 

of those students. Jenner was in the ‘Timber’68 studio group at that time and he remembers 

the project well. The course was called Detailed Design and the teaching approach to the 

61. Refer to Appendix D.
62.  Refer to the chronological Database, Section B, for projects marked BE.
63.  G4 Architectural Unit Ltd consisted of Neil Simmons, Simon Twose, Mahendra Daji, Albert Refiti and Lynda 

Simmons. A project for Manukau Pacific Markets was partially carried out on a site at 725-727 Great South Road, 
Otahuhu for the Pacific Business Trust, before G4 Architectural Unit Ltd was dissolved in 2002.

64.  NS043•74-S15 Storey Pole House, 6 Hahei Beach Road, Hahei, 1974. 
65.  Ian George was a senior lecturer at the University of Auckland Architecture School from 1964-c1991. As an 

architectural student he was in the same year as Simmons.
66.  The other practitioner was Morton Jordan. (Interview, Ross Jenner 27/6/11.) Morton Jordon established a 

company which manufactured timber water tanks in 1974, and was also interested in pole houses, designing one 
in Karaka Bay in the 1970s. 

67.  Ross Jenner is a Senior Lecturer and has been a member of the University Architecture Staff since 1981.
68.  The University of Auckland School of Architecture separated students into three studio groups at that time, each 

with different teaching philosophies. They were named ‘Timber’, ‘Brick’ and ‘Steel’. In 1974, the Timber Studio was 
housed in a timber building where the current Faculty office now stands.



Fig.100 NS043•74-S15, Storey Pole House, Hahei, Coromandel, 1974

Fig.101 NS043•74-S15, exterior showing Super 6 balcony detail, 1974

Fig.102 Ross Jenner: Details prepared as part of construction drawing set, Construction Paper, The School of Architecture, University of Auckland, 1974

Fig.103 NS043•74-S15, exterior, 1974

Fig.100  Fig.101  

Fig.102  Fig.103  
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course varied across the different studio groups.69 Jenner has said that from a student 

perspective, he found the course relevant and helpful, as it coincided with the way office 

practice operated, reflecting the process of transferring a sketch design into construction 

documents, including details.70 Jenner remembers the designed by Neil Simmons that they 

were to document as seeming ‘current’ to the era and ‘particular to a group of people’,71 by 

which he meant belonging to the counter-culture movement of the 1970s. The design style 

was not suited to Jenner’s own aesthetic preference for crisp, sharp stonework and he 

remembers his frustration with the difficulty to dimension the poles accurately. Jenner recalls 

the design for its free-standing poles, as opposed to other pole structures he was aware of 

then, where the poles tended to be embedded into wall framing.72

Another collaboration with University architectural students was in 1977, when Simmons 

organized for a team of students to design and construct a small spa house building at 

a holiday camp site at Ohau Channel, Lake Rotoiti.73 This project was approved by Mike 

Austin74, who had worked with Simmons at Newman Smith & Associates in 1961. Members 

of the student group involved were Rewi Thompson75, Chris Sage76 and Mike Barnes77. 

The group designed a small spa house and travelled to Lake Rotoiti to construct the small 

building over a two week period. The students were provided with food and accommodation 

at the Rotoiti holiday park. Construction supervision was provided by the owner/operator of 

the site, Ross Jackson, who had project management experience and Simmons who arrived 

in the weekends to check on progress.

69.  Pers. comm. Ross Jenner 27/6/11, interview.
70.  Pers. comm. Ross Jenner 27/6/11, interview. Jenner considers the course to be a memorable exercise and was 

able to provide two sheets of the drawings he completed, reproduced here. (refer fig 103)
71.  Pers. comm. Ross Jenner 27/6/11, interview. Response to Question 6.) 
72.  Pers. comm. Ross Jenner 27/6/11, interview. 
73.  Refer Database Sheets NS064•77-J13. 
74.   Mike Austin was a member of staff at the University of Auckland Architecture School since 1967-1997. He is 

currently a Professor of Architecture at Unitec School of Architecture and supervises thesis students at the 
University of Auckland Architecture School. He is most well known for his research area of architecture of the 
Pacific. 

75.  Rewi Thompson (Ngati Porou and Ngati Raukawa) Projects include the Thompson House, Kohimarama (1985), 
Otara Town Centre glass canopy (1987) and Unitec Puukenga (1991) Won the Monier award 1980 for  Ngati 
Poneki Marae. Refer Block Guide 2009-02.

76.  Chris Sage, member of DesignTRIBE, Richmond Road, Grey Lynn, Auckland. Involved in the team which 
produced ‘Ki te Hau kainga – New Perspectives on Maori Housing Solutions’, a guide produced for Housing New 
Zealand in 2002.

77.  Mike Barnes (Tuwharetoa ki Kawerau), runs practice Oceania Architecture. Senior Lecturer at Auckland University 
Architecture School, where he helped in the formation of Whaihanga,  the Maori and Pasifika student group in 
1993, with Tony Ward, Rau Hoskins and Saul Roberts, among others.  Helped in the rebuild of the wharenui at Te 
Whetu O Te Rangi marae in Tauranga.




