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Statement of Significance: 
 
What is significant?  
3720 Point Nepean Road, Portsea, is a single-storey gable-roofed development of eight flats arranged as a row of four L-shaped 
blocks. They were erected in 1954 by Aychar Pty Ltd, using a propriety system of solid plaster construction developed by that 
company, and were designed by architect Bernard Evans, who was a director. 
 
How is it significant? 
3720 Point Nepean Road, Portsea, is of local architectural and technological significance to the Mornington Peninsula Shire. 
 
Why is it significant? 
3720 Point Nepean Road, Portsea, is of architectural significance as an early example of purpose-built holiday flats in this part of 
the municipality. Although these were common in Rosebud, Dromana and elsewhere in the 1950s and ‘60s, the Harbour Gate flats 
represent one of the first such developments in the Portsea and Sorrento area. As such, they anticipated the boom of multi-
dwelling development that would become increasingly prevalent in the area from the later 1960s onwards. (Criterion A)   
 
3720 Point Nepean Road, Portsea, is of technological significance as an example of experimental construction developed by 
Aychar Pty Ltd, a company formed in 1948 by leading architect Bernard Evans and master builders John Seccull and Lewis Burne 
(Criterion H). Conceived at a time when innovative forms of prefabrication were being considered as a solution to the post-war 
housing crisis, the Aychar system consisted of modular room units cast in reinforced plaster with curved ceilings and window and 
door openings incorporated (Criterion F). Although the project received substantial financial backing from the government, leading 
to the establishment of a factory in Moorabbin and the erection of at least two display prototypes (both since demolished), the 
scheme was abandoned in 1955. The block of flats at Portsea thus remains as rare evidence of this ambitious, innovative, unusual 
but ultimately failed attempt to provide a mass housing solution in the austere post-war climate (Criterion B) 
 
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 block of flats at 3720 Point Nepean Road, Portsea, was built in 1954 by Aychar Pty Ltd, a company that had developed a 
proprietary system of solid plaster construction, to a design by leading Melbourne architect Bernard Evans, who was a director of 
the company. The son of a builder, Evans (1905-1981) was born in Manchester and migrated to Australia with his family at a young 
age. Working for his father and later as a designer and builder for a timber merchant, Evans established his own building firm in 
1928 and built speculative housing in the bayside suburbs. After a stint in Perth, he returned to Melbourne and designed a series of 
blocks of flats in fashionable styles such as Tudor Revival and Moderne. Although registered as an architect in 1940, Evans’s 
professional career was interrupted by wartime service, and it was not until 1948 that he established private practice in Melbourne 
as Bernard Evans & Associates. The office duly expanded to become one of the biggest in Victoria, specialising in large-scale 
commercial work, apartments and development projects. 
 
One of Bernard Evans’s early professional ventures as an architect, Aychar Pty Ltd was co-founded in August 1948 with John 
Seccull and Lewis Burne, two leading master builders, to develop a new type of prefabricated house based on solid plaster 
construction. After four years of experimentation, the company came up with a system that used two-inch thick cavity walls of 
reinforced gypsum plaster to form pre-moulded modular room units that incorporated door and windows openings and a curved 
ceiling. In 1951, the scheme caught the attention of former Minister for Housing, William Barry, who advocated it as a potential 
solution to Victoria’s post-war housing crisis. Barry facilitated a government loan of £60,000 that allowed Aychar Pty Ltd to erect a 
factory at Warrigal Road, Moorabbin and begin manufacturing components for what became known as the “Barry House”. The 
system was simple but ingenious. The pre-moulded room units, available in two standard sizes, could be linked in various 
permutations to create houses or any other buildings. Moulded in the factory, units were designed to be trucked to a building site 
and lowered into place by crane onto pre-laid foundations. Although structural, the reinforced plaster was not weatherproof, and 
buildings still needed to be finished with conventional external cladding to the walls (e.g. weatherboard, cement sheeting or even 
brick veneer) and roof. 
 
To demonstrate the Barry House system, a prototype block of four self-contained flats was erected in St Kilda (in only six weeks) 
and opened for public inspection on 17 July 1954. Barely a month later, Aychar Pty Ltd placed a newspaper advert calling tenders 
for “footings and roof for eight flats at Portsea”. Located on the bay side of the Point Nepean Road near the Portsea Hotel, this 



development was undertaken under the auspices of a separate company, Harbour Gate Pty Ltd, formed by Evans and his cohorts. 
Construction was completed in only twelve weeks. In December 1954, the project was profiled in the Herald newspaper as “a new 
development along gay Californian lines”. Conceived as a row of four L-shaped blocks, the flats were finished with terracotta-tiled 
gabled roofs and external cladding of cement sheeting, painted with a lively colour scheme of “terracotta, mountain blue, dull green 
and grey with white trim”. Each of the eight flats comprised “lounge, dining room, buffet-type kitchen, two bedrooms, hall and tiled 
bathroom”, with a front carport and a back door for direct beach access. Promoted as the Harbor Gate flats, the “eight delightful 
villa flats” were opened for public inspection during December, and were available for purchase (on the then innovative own-your-
basis) for £3,500 each. Early the following year, the project received a brief but positive mention in the esteemed architectural 
newsletter, Cross Section. 
 
While the Harbor Gate flats were a modest success as a private residential development, they do not seem to have triggered the 
anticipated public demand for buildings on the Barry House system. During 1955, Aychar Pty Ltd continued to run newspaper 
advertisements (“build your own home or investment property in eight weeks, to your own design with Aychar pre-cast room units”), 
inviting prospective purchasers to visit the display house at the factory site in Warrigal Road. By the end of that year, however, the 
company appears to have abandoned the scheme and reverted to the manufacture of generic plaster products. Although Evans 
resigned as director in early 1956, he retained associations with the company and, three years later, designed a motel at St Kilda 
for which Aychar Pty Ltd was credited as the client (but not as the builder). Evans resumed his position as director in 1968, around 
the same time that the Moorabbin factory was taken over by Victorian Pyrok Pty Ltd 
 
Rate records reveal that the block of flats that Aychar Pty Ltd built at Portsea remained in the ownership of its original development 
company, Harbour Gate Pty Ltd, until the company was de-registered in 1976. 
 
 

 
Perspective drawing of Bernard Evans’s original scheme for the Harbour Gate flats at Portsea 
Source: Herald, 27 December 1954, p 3. 
 
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: 
 
“Pre-fab plaster units for quick housing”, Herald, 17 July 1954, p 7. 
“Own your own flat at Portsea: Harbour Gate”, Age, 11 December 1954, p 2. 
“Gay American-type flats at Portsea”, Herald, 27 December 1954, p 3. 
Cross Section No 28 (February 1955) 
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 
 
Description: 
 
Harbour Gate is a single-storey complex of eight flats laid out as an elongated and stepped row of four L-shaped blocks, each 
containing two flats. They were built on a proprietary system of solid plaster room units developed by Aychar Pty Ltd (in this case, 
supported on timber sub-floor framing) although this, characteristically, is not evident from the exterior. The plaster walls are 
concealed by conventional strapped cement sheeting and the plaster ceilings by a steep pitched roof with terracotta tiling, narrow 
eaves and vertical timber boarding to some of the gable ends. Windows, mostly grouped in pairs, contain wide timber-framed 
awning sashes. In most cases, the entrance to each pair of flats is set into a recessed porch at the internal junction; others appear 
to be accessed via the carports that are integrated into the complex. 
 



The lively external colour scheme described in contemporary accounts is no longer evident. Photographs from online real estate 
listings for two flats sold in 2010 show that the walls were then painted in a blue-green colour. By the time the flats were 
photographed for this study in 2017, they had been repainted in a pale neutral tone. 
 
Comparative buildings: 
 
The Harbour Gate flats have few comparators as an early post-war block of flats in the study area, and fewer still as a 
manifestation of an unconventional and experimental proprietary construction system. Other examples of multi-dwelling 
developments in the Portsea and Sorrento area tend to be both later in date and smaller in scale, typified by semi-detached pairs 
of holiday houses at 3482 Point Nepean Road, Sorrento (Chancellor & Patrick, 1969) and 17-19 Delgany Avenue, Portsea (Ian 
Pockriss, c1988). The Farfor Flats at 3804 Point Nepean Road, Portsea (Romberg & Boyd, 1968) probably represent most 
pertinent local comparator, as they were developed on a similarly long site with bay frontage, and were laid out as two semi-
detached pairs of tightly-planned units. Otherwise, larger developments of holiday flats in Portsea represent a far more recent 
phenomenon, typified by the thirty-unit multi-storeyed Portsea Village Resort at 3765 Point Nepean Road (1988). 
 
As an example of the proprietary solid plaster construction system developed by Aychar Pty Ltd in the early 1950s, the Harbour 
Gate flats are very likely to be unique in the Mornington Peninsula Shire and rare in a wider metropolitan or even statewide 
context. The company’s original prototype, a single-storey block for four flats erected in 1954 in Newton Court, St Kilda, is no 
longer standing. Similarly, no trace remains of the display house that stood at the company’s former factory premises at what is 
now 409 Warrigal Road, Moorabbin. Considered more broadly as a manifestation of a prototypical or experimental construction 
system, no comparator has yet been identified in Sorrento, Portsea or Blairgowrie as part of the current project. 
 
Recommendations: 
Recommended for inclusion in the Heritage Overlay as shown on the map below. 
 

 
 
Significant elements or design features:  
Solid plaster construction; distinctive stepped layout 
 
Extent of fabric to be retained:   
All of the external fabric of the building 
 
Additions and new buildings:   
No additions should be permitted that are visible from the street, original colour scheme should be reinstated 
 
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 

 


