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No image has been found for this property 
 
Statement of Significance: 
 
What is significant?  
14 Cove Avenue, Portsea, known as Cove House, is a late Victorian house located on the cliff-top of Portsea. It was built for the 
Purves family and was occupied by them for 70 years.  
 
The spectacular setting at the edge of the cliff contributes to the significance of the place. 
 
How is it significant? 
14 Cove Avenue, Portsea is of local historical significance to the Mornington Peninsula Shire. 
 
Why is it significant? 
14 Cove Avenue, Portsea is historically significant for its association with the Purves family for 70 years and the Pizzey family for 
78 years, until the present day. The property was constructed at the end of the 19th century and is a rare surviving cliff top 
residence in Portsea which belonged to well-known families who used the property as a holiday house. (Criterion A & B) 
 
The generous garden setting and cliff top location adds to the significance of the site. (Criterion D) 
 
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 Shire of Flinders Heritage Study 1992 defined a significant area of marine villas as making up the Sorrento Cliff Top residential 
area, sited on the raised land formation between the Sorrento Pier and Point King on the northern side of the Nepean Highway. 
The group includes early marine villas of the 1870s but also large Edwardian-era houses like Heathlawn (1910-17) and Westbank. 
Other significant villas such as The Anchorage (1873) and Nee Morna (1910), line the cliffs nearby. [Butler & Context, 2012:29] 
 
At the furthest end of the cliff top area, in Portsea is Cove House. The only nearby cliff top houses are Weeroona (1892) and 
Seacliffe (1878) both limestone villas on the cliff top. No other Late Victorian cliff top dwellings survive in this section of Portsea. 
 
The certificate of title Vol 427 Fol 276, has the first owner as James Purves (misspelt Purvis) of Melbourne. He was granted three 
acres, 1 rood and 31 perches in 1870. The property extended from Point Nepean Road to the high water mark and ran along the 
edge of the Police Paddock. James Purves was an early Victorian colonist from Berwick-upon-Tweed, became an important race-
horse breeder and owner of the station Toolgaroop (sic). This is probably meant to read Tootgarook, first taken up in 1838 by 
Hobson near Rye. James Purves died 1878. [Australian Dictionary of Biography]  
 
James Liddell Purves (1843-1910) of Chancery Lane, Barrister, became the owner of the property in 1891. Son of James Purves 
and his wife Caroline, Purves was sent to Europe in 1855 to continue his education. He graduated from Cambridge and studied 
law in London. He travelled through Europe and published a book on his travels. He returned to Australia and was admitted to the 
Victorian Bar in 1866. He was a well-known barrister who took on some spectacular cases and was known for his wit and charm. 
He entered the legislative assembly in 1872 and had a brief career in Parliament. He was an active member of the Australian 
Natives Association and was active in the first federal referendum. In the 1870s he represented Sorrento publican John Boswell 
Clark in the suit brought against him by Coppin and Martin. [Australian Dictionary of Biography]  
 
Eliza Emma Purves of South Yarra was executrix to the will of James Liddell Purves in 1911. The property was then sold to 
Herbert Turner of Melbourne, a solicitor. In 1921 Margaret Emily Brook of Portsea became the owner before she transferred it to 
Thomas George Pizzey a merchant of Johnston Street Fitzroy, in June 1940. At his death in 1959 the property was transferred to 
Eliel Thomas and Norman Elliott Pizzey. In 1961 they began to subdivide the property and created Cove Avenue. In 1966 Norman 
Elliott Pizzey and his wife Marjory Eileen Pizzey (Porta) became the joint proprietors of the lot containing the house at 14 Cove 
Avenue. The House is now owned by John and Helen Pizzey. [Vol. 3648 Fol.468; Vol3568 Fol 421; Vol 8568 Fol 420] 
 
Thematic Context: (Graeme Butler, 2008 and Context Pty Ltd, 2012)  
Theme 2: Peopling the Peninsula  
Theme 2.6.2: Cliff-top villas 
 
Sources: 
Australian Dictionary of Biography 
Shire of Flinders Rate Books 
Wills and Probate records  
Land Title certificates 
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 
 
Description: 
 
This cliff-top residence is on its original site and was the most westerly private property on the Nepean Peninsula. It was 
constructed adjacent to the Gatekeepers cottage in the Quarantine station. It has astounding views of the Bay and Police Point and 
is sited very close to the edge of the cliff above a secluded section of beach.  
 



The house cannot be sighted from the road or the Police Point area. It can be seen from the Bay.  
 
Comparative buildings: 
 
As the building was not sighted for this assessment, it is not known what other buildings would be comparative to it in terms of 
fabric.  
 
In terms of age and setting on the cliff-top of Portsea, the only other two buildings are Weeroona and Seacliffe, both Late Victorian 
limestone dwellings. There are few other surviving Late Victorian dwellings on the cliff-top in Portsea.  
 
Recommendations: 
Recommended for inclusion in the Heritage Overlay to the extent of the whole property as defined by the title boundaries until such 
time as the fabric of the property can be verified. 
 
Significant elements or design features:  
Siting on the cliff-top 
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