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Statement of Significance: 
 
What is significant?  
Occupying a densely tea-treed double-width block, 21-23 Blair Road, Portsea, is a mostly single-storey timber holiday house on an 
asymmetrical courtyard plan based on irregular polygonal geometry, with a similarly irregular roofline. It was built in 1986-88 for 
Michael and Susan O’Dwyer, to a design by Gregory Burgess. 
 
How is it significant? 
21-23 Blair Road, Portsea is of local architectural significance to the Mornington Peninsula Shire. 
 
Why is it significant? 
21-23 Blair Road, Portsea, is of architectural significance as excellent example of the idiosyncratic style of award-winning architect 
Gregory Burgess, whose work is characterised by irregular articulation of floorplans, rooflines and fenestration, typically with bold 
and expressive timberwork (Criterion E). While Burgess designed several holiday houses on the Mornington Peninsula from the 
early 1970s to the present day, this one (his only project in Portsea/Sorrento) is the quintessential example of his 1980s residential 
work, when his reputation rose to lofty heights with an influx of awards and his first international publicity (Criterion H). This house, 
itself a finalist for the RAIA (Victorian Chapter) awards in 1989, represents a striking individualistic approach to the design of a 
peninsula weekender, with its jagged plan justified by a desire to retain the scrubby tea-tree setting. 
 
History: 
 
Portsea 
The land of which Portsea is a part is Boon wurrung/Bunurong country. The Boon wurrung/Bunurong are a predominantly coastal 
people whose traditional lands encompass some 7,800 square kilometres of territory around Western Port Bay and the Mornington 



Peninsula. The Boon wurrung/Bunurong are members of the Kulin nation who have lived in and managed their country for 
thousands of years. The Boon wurrung/Bunurong traditional way of life was interrupted at the turn of the nineteenth century when 
they made contact with sealers from Van Diemens Land and then in 1802, British sailors on board the Lady Nelson who were 
exploring Port Phillip Bay. [Butler & Context, 2012:14-19] 
 
In September 1836, under pressure from the number of illegal occupations and squatting which had occurred, the Port Phillip land 
district was proclaimed open for settlement, allowing for the sale of Boon wurrung/Bunurong lands, claimed by the Crown, to be 
sold at auction to Europeans. Portsea was occupied by European settlers quarrying and burning lime, fishing and practising limited 
agriculture. Settlers in this part of the Peninsula were practising a diverse primary industry, due mainly to their isolation from 
supplies and markets. The earliest European settlers were Daniel Sullivan 1840, James Sandle Ford 1846, John Devine 1844, 
Bunting Johnstone 1843 and Edward Skelton 1842. The isolation of the Nepean Peninsula between 1830 and 1870 and the 
porous, calcareous soils, reduced the economic viability of agriculture, but by combining small scale farming, fishing and lime 
burning, early settlers like James Sandle Ford, could make a good living. [Butler & Context, 2012:53-56] 
 
Limestone was not only an important industry on the Nepean Peninsula it has also had a lasting impact on the heritage of the area 
with small cottages, large public buildings, schools, hotels and mansions built from local limestone. Nepean limestone is a 
vernacular tradition on the Nepean Peninsula with two distinct styles of limestone construction; all-limestone and limestone with red 
brick quoining. Local builders developed great skills and techniques in designing and building with the local limestone. The earliest 
limestone building on the Peninsula is known as the Shepherds Hut built by Dennis Sullivan who operated a lime kiln nearby. 
 
In 1852 the northern shore of Point Nepean, which had been selected by the Sullivans, was resumed for a Quarantine Station. 
Jetties, a cemetery, a hospital, accommodation huts and fencing were constructed between 1852 and 1978. In the 1880s, 
fortifications and gun emplacements were built on the tip of Point Nepean to defend the heads. In the 1940s much of the 
Quarantine Station was taken over by an Officer Cadet School and the Army School of Health until they closed in circa 1980. Many 
Portsea residents worked at the Station and built houses in the surrounding areas. A school was established to educate the 
children of workers and inmates, and the Station's doctors provided valuable services to the local community. [Butler & Context 
2012:120-122]  
 
By the 1860s, Nepean Peninsula was recognized as not only a sublimely beautiful landscape with easy access to the Bay and the 
Ocean, but as a place for holidaying and respite from Melbourne. The first gentlemen owners on the Peninsula arrived in the 1870s 
and recognizing its potential began to build villas and hotels, acquire lime kilns and land for subdivision. The most prestigious 
coastal areas, as sites for gentlemen’s villas extended from Sorrento to Portsea along the cliff top with views of the Bay, and many 
of these large nineteenth century homes still exist. [Butler & Context, 2012:26] 
 
Portsea's origins as a place of limeburners and fishermen and then as a place for holiday makers, occasioned the need for a pier. 
The pier was crucial for Portsea's development and it is no coincidence that the shops and hotels of Portsea, and the earliest roads 
such as Back Beach Road lead to the Pier. Many local families had businesses servicing tourists or worked at the Quarantine 
Station or Fort Franklin. Quamby, 44 Blair Road was built for Edwin Dobie who worked at the Quarantine station, as was 
Glasnevern, 34-36 Back Beach Road, for boatman Patrick Foran. Many residents did and probably still do, provide services to 
holiday makers. Some of the most prominent non-residential buildings in Portsea are associated with early tourist developments - 
such as Marlborough House and the Portsea Hotel. 
  
In the 1870s, John Watson had built a six room limestone house on the beach near Point Franklin, as well as fishing huts on the 
foreshore. The land was compulsorily acquired in 1885. Fort Franklin was constructed between 1885 and 1889 and consisted of a 
series of gun emplacements, barracks and accommodation buildings. The Fort was operated by the Victorian Colonial Government 
until Federation when it was taken over by the Commonwealth. It was constructed along with Queenscliff and Point Nepean Forts 
to defend Port Phillip from Russian invaders, and protect the south channel shipping lanes. [Butler & Context, 2012:126]  
 
The Fort was used during the Second World War as an observation post and then as a migrant camp after World War Two. It was 
then taken over as the Lord Mayors Camp providing holidays for underprivileged children. It continues to be a children’s camp to 
this day. [Butler & Context, 2012:168] 
 
A number of important individuals and their families have had an impact on the development of Portsea. John Farnsworth was a 
building contractor and designer from South Australia. He was commissioned to build the Sorrento Hotel and later he built the 
Nepean Hotel at Portsea for James Ford, whose children subdivided his farmland along Back Beach Road.  Farnsworth built a 
large number of limestone houses along the cliff-top including, Mandalay, The Anchorage, St Aubins, and Seacombe. Farnsworth 
himself lived in the original small house beside the Nepean Hotel and later at Wannaeue on Point Nepean Road. He managed the 
Nepean Hotel for a time and later he was the Portsea postmaster. John James Farnsworth his grandson, started the Queenscliff-
Sorrento ferry service and lived in Farnsworth Cottage an 1890s cottage built for Mrs McGrath, daughter of early settler, Dennis 
Sullivan. Local families inter-married and many have stayed on the Peninsula for generations. [Nepean Historical Society family 
history files - Farnsworth] 



 
In the early 20th century, development of Portsea was impacted by the demise of steamer services, the declining use of the 
Quarantine Station and the rise of the motor car tourist. Construction of holiday homes and weekenders steadily increased in the 
Inter-war period and then again in the Post-World War Two years. Delgany Castle was designed by noted architect Harold 
Desbrowe Annear in 1925 for the Armytage family, and is the most elaborate of these buildings. Its size made it ideal to be used as 
an Army Camp Hospital in 1946 and then in 1947 was converted by the Dominican Sisters to a school for Deaf Children. It is now 
an exclusive residential estate and retreat. [Victorian Heritage Database - Delgany, Portsea] 
 
A major building wave began in the Inter-War period, with the replication of suburban styles in the streets of Sorrento and Portsea. 
The later part of this period, after World War Two, saw some modernist designs for holiday homes resulting in a new trend of 
modernist beach houses by innovative designers for a wealthy clientele. Some important Victorian villas and homes were replaced 
in this era by new modernist houses. [Butler & Context, 2012:109-110] 
 
The influence of modernist architecture in the Post-War period was felt not only among architects but influenced the local tradition 
of beach shacks through the 1960s, 70s and 80s. Even small fibro beach shacks borrowed design elements from architectural 
Modernism, to achieve a simplicity of living and relaxed form. They allowed their owners to live in ‘place’; they generally sat on 
large blocks creating little disturbances to the surrounding topography or vegetation. [Butler & Context, 2012:111] By the 1980s 
and 1990s that had all changed and one of the marked elements of housing in the Peninsula since then is the development of very 
large suburban houses and apartments and battleaxe subdivisions which fit the entirety of the block and require the removal of 
most vegetation. 
 
Portsea has a limited population, only 446 residents in the 2011 census declared Portsea was their home. 87.8% of Portsea 
dwellings were unoccupied on census night. [Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011 census data] This seasonal population has 
given rise to limited service provision in the town and a limited number of public or civic buildings. Portsea no longer has a school, 
St Thomas' church is only used for infrequent weddings and funerals and only one or two shops are permanently in use. With the 
closure of the Officer Cadet School and the Army School of Health, the absorption of Fort Nepean and the former Quarantine 
Station into the Point Nepean National Park, there are fewer facilities and services and an even stronger focus on tourism to 
sustain the town. 
 
History of the Place: 
 
The house at 21-23 Blair Road, Portsea, was erected in 1987-88 as a holiday house for Michael and Susan O’Dwyer, to a design 
by architect Gregory Burgess. The O’Dwyers resided on acreage at Coldstream but also owned a weekend property at Portsea: 
two adjacent blocks of land on Blair Road, occupied by “a small family weatherboard cottage set on buffalo lawn amongst wild 
ancient tea-trees and wispy she-oaks, overshadowed by a huge black-green cypress”. In May 1985, ownership of the two blocks 
was transferred to the couple’s family company, Bethongabel Pty Ltd (named after their Coldstream estate), and the land 
subsequently consolidated under a single title in anticipation of a new weekender being built thereon. The old weatherboard 
dwelling, which stood to one side of the double-width site, was demolished “after some soul searching”. To design its replacement, 
the O’Dwyers engaged award-winning Melbourne architect Gregory Burgess. 
 
Born in Newcastle in 1945, Gregory Burgess studied architecture at the University of Melbourne, graduating in 1970. Gaining 
professional experience in several offices, Burgess was working for Daryl Jackson Evan Walker Architects at the time he was 
registered in July 1972, whereupon he established his own practice. Although Burgess’s output initially focused on residential 
commissions, by the end of the decade his practice had broadened to include exhibition design and schools. His reputation rose 
rapidly during the 1980s, when he received several awards, notably an RAIA merit award for a much-published house in Macedon 
that also made the front cover of London’s Architectural Review. While continuing to design houses, Burgess became sought-after 
as a designer of churches, health centres, arts centres, cultural centres and others project with a strong community-oriented 
purpose. In 2004, Burgess received the RAIA Gold Medal. At the time, it was reported that his work had been regularly published 
overseas since 1985, and that he had received more than forty awards. 
 
The house that Burgess designed for the O’Dwyers at Portsea responded to “a deep need felt by the family … to express a more 
conscious nurturing attitude to this beautiful landscape”. While the venerable cypress tree had to go, the tea-tree that ran rampant 
across half of the site was largely retained. Burgess’s working drawings, dated October 1986, show that the building footprint 
developed as an asymmetrical courtyard plan, with free-form geometry that melded splayed corners, angles and jagged alcoves. 
As was later reported, “the new house, unlike the original cottage which stood white and charmingly separate from its setting, 
moves into and through the tea tree, embracing it, sometimes losing itself, to re-emerge in a low maintenance holiday mood, 
looking for the sun and sea horizon”. The landscape also informed the architect’s choices of materials and colours. Burgess, 
always passionate about timber construction, recalled in a 1995 interview that the Portsea house included a range of timbers that 
included Australian hardwoods, plantation pine and plywood as well as imported oregon and western red cedar. Natural timber 
finishes were completed with contrasting dark green spandrels and a brick-red metal roof, “to give the house a visual density 
equivalent to the surrounding foliage and shadow”. 



 
The realisation of this extraordinary design was entrusted to Robert Gaffney, a longtime resident of Blairgowrie who has 
commenced business as a builder in the 1970s. When a building permit was issued in December 1986, the builders were credited 
the firm of Dow & Gaffney. In August 1987, while work on the O’Dwyer House was still in progress, the builder registered his own 
company under the name of Rob Gaffney Constructions Pty Ltd. Burgess was sufficiently impressed by Gaffney’s skills that the 
two men maintained a significant professional association thereafter, with Gaffney being the builder of record for most of Burgess’s 
subsequent projects on the Mornington Peninsula into the twenty-first century. The firm remains in operation today, based in 
Dromana and currently known as Gaffcon Pty Ltd. 
 
The house had been completed by May 1988, when it was published in the RAIA national journal, Architecture Australia, as part of 
a special issue on new houses. The following year, it was one of dozen houses to be nominated in the residential category for the 
RAIA (Victorian chapter) annual awards. One of four to be shortlisted as a finalist, the O’Dwyer House was lauded by the jury for 
the way in which it “exhibited great facility and resolution of his style, which presumably seeks through the unexpected to provoke 
the senses to the evocation of all-increasingly ‘untaught’ or spiritualized states of mind” (!) The accolade ultimately went to another 
finalist, Edmond & Corrigan’s Athan House in Monbulk. 
 
Delighted with the house regardless, the O’Dwyers were quoted thus: “It’s certainly more than a beach house. It’s where a family of 
two adults and three teenagers relax, unwind, entertain friends, write, paint, and spend a lot of time together, cooking, gardening, 
philosophizing and dreaming. Each time I spent in this house I feel more pleased with it. Its relation to the elements, its privacy, its 
warmth of atmosphere its scale – these create a good environment to be in”. This declaration was borne out by the fact that the 
family retained ownership of the house for nearly two decades. When it changed hands in 2006, the new owners wished to make 
certain changes and shrewdly engaged the original architect to make them. These additions and alterations, deftly executed by 
original builder Rob Gaffney, comprised a small extension to the south (providing a pair of ensuite bathrooms to the two existing 
bedrooms) and the enlargement of the existing dining room to create a larger family room. Part of the front garden was also re-
landscaped, with a free-form concrete pool edged in large rocks, with crazy-paved stone pathways and a timber-framed rose 
arbour. 
 

 
The O’Dwyer House in Portsea, photographed soon after completion in the late 1980s 
Source: Architecture Australia, May 1988. 
 
Thematic Context: (Graeme Butler, 2008 and Context Pty Ltd, 2012)  
Theme 7: Building settlements and towns 
Theme 7.8: Designing and building mansions, houses and holiday shacks 
 
Sources: 
 
“House, Portsea, Victoria”, Architecture Australia, May 1988, p 91. 
John McLagan, “A family retreat where tea-tree sing in the wind”, Age, 20 June 1989, p 26. 
“Residential: New (Jury Report)”, Architect, August-September 1989, p 6. 
Fiona Whittle-Austin, “Wooden Heart”, Age, 28 August 1995, p 25. 
Research files held by Built Heritage Pty Ltd. 
Hollinshed, Charles, Goss, Noel and Bird, ECF, 1982, Lime, Land, Leisure; Peninsular History in the Shire of Flinders 
Graeme Butler & Associates, Context Pty Ltd (editors), 2012 Mornington Peninsula Shire Thematic History 
Context Pty Ltd, 1992, 1997, Flinders Heritage Study 
Helen Lardner Conservation Design Pty Ltd, 2015, Ocean Beach Road Commercial Precinct Sorrento Heritage Policy, Cultural 
Significance Report 



 
Description: 
 
The house at 21-23 Blair Road, Portsea, which was carefully designed to preserve the dense setting of tea-tree on the double-
width block, is necessarily difficult to see from the street frontage. Virtually all of the western half of the house remains obscured by 
planting, with only a few glimpses available of the eastern half of the house and the front garden area with pool, paving and arbour. 
When the original published floorplan is compared with more recent floorplans and aerial photographs, it is apparent that the 
building’s unusual footprint remains largely intact: a lopsided Y-shaped courtyard plan made up of a series of irregular polygonal 
forms. Virtually all of these spaces has its own non-orthogonal roof plane, creating an irregular and highly sculptural roofline that 
include low gables with angled ridge lines, a diamond-shaped butterfly roof, low skillions of triangular or canted form, steeper 
skillions with clerestory windows, and a partial loft-like second storey. Aerial photographs show that the roof cladding retains its 
original red painted finish, except for those parts dating from the 2007 renovation. 
 
Photographs taken when the property was last sold in 2011 (available via online real estate listings) show that the exterior remains 
strongly characterised by Burgess’s distinctive timberwork. Walls are clad with horizontal timber boarding (and some areas of 
strapped half-timbering), with exposed stumps and slatted timber screens to the subfloor area. Fenestration is irregular, with 
windows of various forms including conventional rectangular openings with awning or double-hung sashes, rectilinear bay windows 
with bracketed sills, boxed windows, French doors and even a circular window (to the upstairs loft). Perhaps the most obvious 
change, when these recent photographs are compared to those taken in the late 1980s, is that the original natural finish to the 
external timberwork has been overpainted in a neutral colour scheme of pale grey-brown and taupe. 
 
As re-landscaped circa 2007, the front garden now included a free-form concrete swimming pool edged with large rocks, crazy-
paved stone surround and irregular pathways, palisade fence and a timber-framed rose arbour of arched form, with a curvilinear 
timber-slatted screen and integrated bench seat. 
 
Comparative buildings: 
 
Still professionally active after establishing his practice more than forty years ago, Gregory Burgess has completed a number of 
projects in what is now the Mornington Peninsula Shire. The majority of these have been private residential commissions, although 
since 2000 he has undertaken some larger-scale non-residential commissions that include the Moorooduc Estate Winery in Derrill 
Road, Moorooduc (2001) and the even more typological unusual Peninsula Hot Springs bathhouse in Springs Lane, Rye (2009). 
One of Burgess’s earlier residential commissions, the Barlow House (1972), was located in Matthew Street, McCrae, but it appears 
to have since been demolished. The Fritsch House in Shoreham (1976) is an elevated flat-roofed brick house that appears 
relatively conventional compared to Burgess’s later work in the region, with only the vertical timber screens, oval openings and 
canted bay hinting at the qualities that would characterise the architect’s later houses. Certainly, the O’Dwyer House has far more 
in common with Burgess’s mature residential work of the 1980s and ‘90s.   
The Windhover House (1984), still standing at 15 McLear Road, Arthurs Seat, exhibits a similarly quirky geometry in its centralized 
mandala-like plan form, albeit realised in steel frame and concrete shell construction that results in a quite different character to the 
expressive timberwork of the O’Dwyer House. The same can be said of the Earth House (1994) at 1212 Mornington-Frankston 
Road, Red Hill, which is built of rammed earth but otherwise echoes O’Dwyer House with its jagged U-shaped courtyard plan and 
irregular roofline.   
Three more recent Burgess houses occupy expansive coastal sites on the Frankston-Flinders Road at Flinders: the Burraworrin 
House at No 4295 (1998), the Peninsula House at No 4515 (1999) and the Stone House at No 4211 (2005). Designed to take 
advantage of the bay views, all three houses adopt free-form curvilinear planning that is quite different to the more angular layout 
of the O’Dwyer House. While they all incorporate the architects’ trademark timberwork to some extent, this has been combined with 
more monumental stonework and large areas of full-height glazing. 
 
Recommendations: 
Recommended for inclusion in the Heritage Overlay to the extent of the whole property as defined by the title boundaries. 
 
Significant elements or design features:  
Timber construction; irregular plan form and roofline 
 
Additions and new buildings:   
Additions should respect Greg Burgess’s geometry 
 
Schedule: 
 

External Paint Controls Yes 
Internal Alteration Controls No 



Tree Controls No 
Fences and Outbuildings No 
Prohibited uses No 
Incorporated plan - 
Aboriginal Heritage Place No 

 


