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Statement of Significance: 
 
What is significant?  
8 Merrylands Avenue, Portsea, is a split-level flat-roofed house on a stepped and angular plan that incorporates expansive 
terraces overlooking the bay, sheltered by triangular pergolas. Designed by Ermin Smrekar for businessman Stephen Nicholas, the 
house was one of two grand residences erected in 1985-86 on adjacent sites created from what had been Edward Baillieu’s 
Merrylands estate. 
 
How is it significant? 
8 Merrylands Avenue, Portsea, is of local architectural significance to the Mornington Peninsula Shire. 
 
Why is it significant? 
8 Merrylands Avenue, Portsea, is of architectural significance as an excellent and intact example of the highly idiosyncratic style of 
Italian-born architect Ermin Smrekar (Criterion H). Over a career spanning five decades, Smrekar became well known for his 
distinctive buildings characterised by sculptural forms, jagged geometry and a bold juxtaposition of materials. This palatial clifftop 
residence, with its sharply angled bay frontage incorporating triangular pergolas, is an excellent and intact example of Smrekar’s 
residential work during the 1980s, when his distinctive personal style merged with the prevailing fashion for Post-Modernism 
(Criterion E). 
 
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 8 Merrylands Avenue, Portsea, was erected in 1984-86 for businessman Stephen Nicholas, to a design by architect 
Ermin Smrekar. It was one of two large residences built at the same time, on adjacent blocks created by the subdivision of what 
remained of Edward Baillieu’s vast pre-war property, Merrylands. In 1925, Bailleau acquired a three acre site at Point King on 
which he built a large two-storey sandstone house. Sited on the east boundary of the huge block, the house overlooked a circular 
driveway and several outbuildings, with a detached boatshed and jetty at the bottom of the cliff. Until Baillieu’s death in 1939, 
Merrylands was a noted venue for the social interaction of Melbourne’s elite families. It later served as the occasional home of 
Baillieu’s nephew, Lambert Latham, who lived in New South Wales. In the 1960s, the property’s frontage to Point Nepean Road 
was subdivided to create Merrylands Avenue and some smaller residential blocks, with the original house, outbuilding and 
boatshed retained on the large clifftop site. In the late 1970s, the elderly Latham contemplated further subdivision to make the 
property more manageable. He proposed to create a small cluster estate by retaining the house, circular drive and outbuildings on 
a large central lot, with a smaller lot to each side accessed from a common driveway. This scheme did not eventuate and the 
Lathams offered the entire property for sale. 
 
In 1978, Merrylands was acquired by a housing company that proposed to clear the site for a cluster housing development known 
as Ocean Ridge. Designed by architect John Rosenthal, it was to comprise seven detached dwellings with communal driveways, 
parking areas, tennis court and beach access path. With many objections from nearby residents, this project did not proceed, and 
the owners instead proposed a less controversial two-lot subdivision. Each of the two battleaxes blocks would have a nominal 
frontage to Merrylands Avenue and a more expansive bay frontage. Lot 2, on the south side, would retain the Latham’s former 
house, garage and shed, while Lot 1 would be vacant, save for the boatshed at beach level. In 1979, Rosenthal prepared plans for 
a new dwelling on Lot 1. However, neither the two-lot subdivision, nor the second house, eventuated at that time.   
 
In 1983, the property was purchased by two leading Melbourne businessmen, Stephen Nicholas and John McIntosh, who were 
also brothers-in-law. The former, a grandson of Alfred Nicholas of Aspro fame, had married Sandra McIntosh in 1968, a fashion 
designer and sister of John McIntosh, one of Melbourne’s most prominent stockbrokers. In jointly acquiring the Sorrento property, 
the two families intended to implement the two-lot subdivision that was mooted a few years earlier, and to each build a new 
dwelling. The Nicholases’ house, on Lot 1, would retain the original boatshed on the beach while the McIntoshes’ house on Lot 2, 
was to include a new tennis court on the street side. Two different architects were involved: Stephen and Sandra Nicholas 
commissioned Italian-born Ermin Smrekar, while John and Marita McIntosh turned to Portsea favourite Wayne Gillespie. Sketch 
plans for both residences were already completed by October 1984, when a site plan (prepared by Smrekar’s office) showed the 
distinctive footprints of both dwellings on their respective sites. 



 
Born in Trieste in northern Italy, Erminio “Ermin” Smrekar (1931-2016) studied architecture at the University of Trieste and worked 
as a draftsman in the engineering section of the American Army, which had been stationed there since 1947. Migrating to Australia 
with his family in 1956, Smrekar completed architectural studies at RMIT and, after gaining experience in various small 
architectural offices, commenced his own practice in 1967. Rapidly establishing himself as a favourite architect of Melbourne’s 
post-war Italian migrant community, Smrekar undertook much work for compatriot clients, including houses in areas such as 
Bulleen and Templestowe. His non-residential output was varied and included hotels, restaurants, shop fitouts, office buildings and 
churches. For much of his career, Smrekar worked in a highly idiosyncratic style invariably characterised by the use of sculptural or 
angular forms, jagged geometry and a bold juxtaposition of materials, embracing eclectic influences as diverse as Japanese 
Brutalism, Colonial Revival and Post-Modernism. Smrekar’s practice thrived into the twenty-first century and was rebadged as e+ 
architecture in 2007. Its founder was still a consultant to the firm at the time of his death in 2016, and the office (now based in 
Bendigo) remains in operation today. 
 
The sketch plans that Ermin Smrekar prepared for Stephen Nicholas’s Portsea house, dated October 1984, proposed a split level 
dwelling that followed the slope of the site towards the cliff. Palatial in scale, the sprawling plan provided five bedrooms: a master 
bedroom suite and guest’s bedroom at the south side (each with ensuite bathroom), and a cluster of three bedrooms to the 
opposite north side, with kitchenette, courtyard and rumpus room. Between the two bedroom wings was a group of interconnected 
living spaces that comprised a lounge area with conversation pit, formal dining and kitchen with separate dinette. On the bay side, 
these living areas opened onto paved terraces with triangular pergolas. On the street side, there was a grand entry porch with an 
adjacent triple carport that opened into a separate double garage.  
 
Council records confirm that a building permit for Nicholas’s house was issued in August 1985. Construction, undertaken by the 
local form of J B & B K Clarke, was completed early the following year, with a Certificate of Occupancy issued in May 1986. In 
August of that year, Smrekar prepared drawings for a spa and sun deck, to be erected some distance from the house at the top of 
the pathway leading down to the beach. The structure comprised a half-round spa set into a rectangular deck, with a larger 
trapezoidal sundeck at a lower level. The latter component was subsequently revised to a parallelogram shape, and the work duly 
completed. 
 

 
Recent aerial photograph showing the house, looking west (Note spa deck to extreme left side) 
Source: www.rtedgar.com.au/property/236420/2-ilyuka-court-portsea/ 
 
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: 
 
Property Files No 139227 and No 139228, held by Mornington Peninsula Shire. 
Ermin Smrekar, interview by Simon Reeves, 25 September 2015. 
Built Heritage Pty Ltd, “Ermin Smrekar”, Dictionary of Unsung Architects, <<www.builtheritage.com.au>> 
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: 
 
Occupying a large battleaxe site with clifftop frontage and a nominal street presence, the house at 8 Merrylands Avenue, Portsea, 
cannot be seen from the street side, but remains publicly visible from the beach side. A flat-roofed split-level house of rendered 
masonry construction, it is laid out on a stepped U-shaped plan that follows the slope of the block, with splayed corners to the bay 
frontage. Viewed from that side, the house has a jagged and asymmetrical elevation with angular walls incorporating extensive 
plate glass windows with broad spandrels that rise to form parapets to the concealed flat roof. The splayed corners of the external 
walls define a series of angular terraces that are sheltered by triangular pergolas, supported by cylindrical columns. At the time that 
the property was photographed in 2017, the rendered walls were painted in a pale green/blue tone, and the pergolas and window 
joinery in a contrasting white. 
 
The spa deck, designed by Smrekar and added soon after the main house was completed, is concealed from public view by dense 
foliage. However, recent aerial photographs confirm that the structure, located to the immediate north of the house adjacent to the 
beach access path, still exists. It comprises a parallelogram-shaped timber deck with a half-round spa alongside.  
 
Comparative buildings: 
 
While Ermin Smrekar was a prolific architect with a career spanning five decades, few examples of his work have yet been 
identified in the Mornington Peninsula Shire. A typescript list of projects included the refurbishment of the Dava Hotel in Mount 
Martha (c1986) and an undated house at an unspecified address in Sorrento. The only other local example of his residential work 
conclusively identified to date is a two-storey house at 17 St Johns Wood Road, Blairgowrie, erected circa 2007 by local builder 
Ron Layton, as his own residence. Designed at a time when Smrekar no longer felt the pull of the Post-Modernist style, this house 
is more conventional in design, with flat roof, full-height windows, exposed steel structure and a balcony with glass balustrade and 
louvred pergola. Although admittedly an intact and evocative example of the Late Modern style of the early twenty-first century, it is 
merely representative of many contemporaneous architect-designed houses in the Portsea and Sorrento area. Its orthodox 
rectilinear planning contrasts with the stepped massing, sharp angles and triangular pergolas that create a lively dynamism at the 
earlier Nicholas House. 
 
To find a true comparator, one must look further afield at Smrekar’s work beyond the municipality. Many of the themes and motifs 
displayed by the Nicholas House in Portsea recur in contemporaneous houses that Smrekar designed in Toorak, such as the 
comparably stepped and angular houses at 9 Barnard Road and 2-4 Macquarie Road (both since demolished) and another still 
standing at 25 Lansell Road. In terms of its bold coastal siting, the Nicholas House at Portsea can be compared to a beachfront 
house that Smrekar designed in Moule Avenue, Brighton, and the even more exceptional clifftop dwelling in Punchbowl Lane, San 
Remo. 
 
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:  
Stepped and angular geometry; triangular pergolas 
 
Extent of fabric to be retained:   
All of the external fabric of the building, and the detached spa deck 
 
Additions and new buildings:   
Any additions should respect the distinctive geometry of the plan 
 
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 

 


