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Photo by Built Heritage Pty Ltd 2017 (partial view of the rear of the property, as seen from below from the beach side) 
 
Statement of Significance: 
 
What is significant?  
3808 Point Nepean Road, Portsea, is a single-storey brick and masonry house on a rectilinear courtyard plan. It was erected in 
1961-63 for wealthy Toorak businessman Donald “Larry" Watkins to a design by eminent society architect Geoffrey Sommers. 
Conceived on a grand scale and evocative of a Roman villa, this luxurious house incorporated a large amount of architectural 
salvage from Sommers’ collection that included Doric columns, marble fireplaces and bluestone from demolished city and 
suburban buildings. 
 
How is it significant? 
3808 Point Nepean Road, Portsea, is of local architectural significance to the Mornington Peninsula Shire.   
 
Why is it significant? 
3808 Point Nepean Road, Portsea, is of architectural significance as an unusual and unusually late example of the classically-
inspired grand residences traditionally desired by Melbourne’s elite families. While such dwellings proliferated in Toorak and 
environs prior to WW2, this Portsea example stands out as a rare manifestation from the 1960s (Criterion B). It is unusual for its 
planning, with rooms opening onto an enclosed courtyard evocative of a Roman villa, and for the sumptuousness of its interior 
fitout that included marble flooring, sunken bathtubs and a state-of-the-art kitchen with dishwasher, garbage disposal and other 
facilities that, although common in better American homes, were rarely seen in Australia in the early 1960s (Criterion F). Conceived 
on a lavish scale for lavish entertaining, Rovina is likely to be the grandest and most luxurious private residence ever to be built in 
Portsea in the 1960s, anticipating the boom of similarly large and palatial houses that take place during the 1980s, ‘90s and 
beyond (Criterion A).   
 



3808 Point Nepean Road, Portsea, is of architectural significance as an early example of the fad for re-using second-hand building 
materials in new dwellings, which was popular in Victoria from the late 1960s (Criterion A). With its recycled Hawthorn bricks, 
Welsh slates, bluestone blocks and flagstone floors, the house anticipates the mature work of Alistair Knox, whose 1970s houses 
were typically characterised by similar use of salvaged materials. In addition to generic building materials, Rovina notably 
incorporated more distinctive items of architectural salvage rescued from historic pre-war buildings demolished in central and 
suburban Melbourne, including Doric columns, balustrades, marble fireplaces and panelled timber doors (Criterion C). Much of this 
material came from the private collection of architect Geoffrey Sommers, whose own house in Portsea (of similar date) also made 
use of such items. 
 
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 3808 Point Nepean Road, Portsea, was erected in 1961-63 for Donald “Larry” Watkins, to a design by architect 
Geoffrey Sommers. Donald Walter Watkins (1917-2011) was a great-grandson of Frederick Watson, founder of one of Melbourne’s 
most successful butchery businesses. A family concern, it thrived into the twentieth century under the management of Watkins’s 
sons and grandsons. Larry Watkins, who became a director of the firm (by then known as F Watkins Pty Ltd), married Margaret 
Lilian “Peggy” Johnson in 1938 and the couple resided in Brighton. In the 1950s, the couple moved to Toorak and, in 1960, took up 
residence in new block of luxury flats in Albany Road designed by architect Guilford Bell. That same year, they acquired land on 
the Point Nepean Road at Portsea. Rate books confirm that the clifftop site, forming part of what was then known as the Wallace-
Smith Estate, was purchased by Larry and Peggy Watkins on 18 December 1960 for the princely sum of £16,000. To design their 
new house, the couple engaged leading architect Geoffrey Sommers  
 
Born in Geelong, Geoffrey Newton Sommers (1904-1984) studied at the University of Melbourne and, after completing his Diploma 
of Architectural Design in 1929, commenced private practice the following year. Although he lived for a time in Woodend, Sommers 
maintained his professional address in Toorak and went on to design houses in that area for some of Melbourne’s wealthiest and 
most well-connected families. By the end of decade, he had secured his reputation as a sought-after society architect. This 
continued in the post-WW2 era, when Sommers re-established private practice with a city office in Collins Street. While his pre-war 
output was characterised by grand dwellings in fashionable historicist styles such as Tudor or Georgian Revival, he embraced the 



modernist idiom from the early 1950s. This was typified by a minimalist re-interpretation of a terrace house that Sommers designed 
at 31 Darling Street, South Yarra, in 1953. Seven years later, it became the home of grazier Anthony Osborne and his new wife 
Susan – who happened to be the daughter of Larry and Peggy Watkins. 
 
The development of the house that Sommers designed for the Watkins family at Portsea is well documented by a large collection 
of drawings and other material now held by the State Library of Victoria. The architect’s earliest surviving sketch plan, dated 27 
April 1961, proposed a sprawling split-level brick house laid out around an enclosed courtyard with a Roman-style colonnade along 
two sides and a rectangular swimming pool in the centre. A grand residence evidently conceived for year-round occupation rather 
than as a mere weekender, it provided four bedrooms, two huge living areas, large kitchen and triple garage. The luxuriously-
appointed kitchen was to include a dishwater, indoor barbecue and a wine room, while the formal living room was a vast marble-
floored space with wet bar and powder room. An alternative scheme for the formal living room was grander still, proposing a huge 
fireplace at each end, and an indoor stream that bisected the room, connecting an outdoor pond with a cascade to the central 
swimming pool. This, however, was not pursued. 
 
Working drawings, prepared between June and November 1961, show that the overall planning had changed little from the initial 
sketch design. The formal living room, now indicated with a carpeted floor and stone paving to the perimeter, included one 
fireplace to the south wall, and a freestanding bronze-screened “buffet bar” at the west end, with a bay of full-height bronzes-
framed sliding plate glass doors opening out to the clifftop terrace. Dining room, foyer, bathrooms and other spaces were to have 
marble floors, and two of the bathrooms were to have sunken bathtubs. The wine room was eliminated from the kitchen area, and 
the indoor barbecue replaced by a second wet bar for the informal living area. In the courtyard, the rectangular swimming pool 
shown in the sketch plan had been superseded by a free-form curvilinear counterpart, and the wide Roman peristyle by a narrower 
colonnade. Along the north side of the courtyard was to be a wide balcony with a curved staircase. Sommers’ final scheme also 
allowed for a large outbuilding of brick construction with slate-clad gabled roof, designated as gardener’s store, with its own shower 
room and toilet cubicle. 
 
While the basic working drawings for the house were completed by the end of 1961, documentation continued as construction 
proceeded and work commenced on the interior fitout and hard landscaping. The material held by the State Library include 
drawings dated between February and July 1963 that pertain to the lavishly-appointed kitchen fitout, the bespoke wardrobes for the 
master bedroom, the balustraded pool balcony, the entrance gates, and the pergola to the bayside terrace, which incorporated 
Doric columns. These columns represented part of a substantial cache of building elements that were salvaged from recently-
demolished pre-war buildings in Melbourne and were duly integrated into the Watkins House. While these salvaged elements are 
not specifically identified in the working drawings, they are known to have included not only columns but also balustrades, 
bluestone blocks and pitchers, panelled timber doors and carved marble mantelpieces. The architect’s 65-page specification 
confirms the use of other second-hand materials, including Hawthorn bricks for the external walls and imported Welsh slates for the 
roof.   
 
The grand house was fully completed by January 1964, when it served as the venue for a suitably grand occasion. As reported in 
the society column of the Age newspaper, “the swimming pool at the new Portsea beach house of Mr and Mrs Larry Watkins was 
flood-lit last night to celebrate the birthday of Mr Watkins”.  Amongst the fifty guests in attendance were the Watkins’s daughter and 
son-in-law, Antony and Susan Osborne (who had recently built a holiday house of their own in Campbells Road) and various other 
members of the well-to-do peninsula weekender crowd, such as Gordon Challingsworth and Reginald Baillieu. The house, 
amusingly named Rovina (from the Latin word for “in ruins”) served as the principal residence for Larry and Peggy Watkins until the 
late 1970s, when they returned to Toorak. There, they took up residence in a house in Kooyong Road that architect John Yuncken 
had designed two decades earlier, reportedly in imitation of Le Petit Trianon, Marie Antoinette’s villa in the grounds of the Palace of 
Versailles. 
 
The next owner of Rovina was automotive dealer James O’Connor, who purchased the property in November 1977 for $450,000. 
Three years later, he made headlines when he acquired a house in Toorak and became the first person to pay more than one 
million dollars for a single residential property in Melbourne. When his business went into receivership in December 1982, 
O’Connor was obliged to sell Rovina. Early the following year, the property was sold at auction for $756,000 to an undisclosed 
bidder. The new owner made few changes apart from replacing the original kidney-shaped swimming pool with a smaller circular 
pool. 
 
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: 
 
Geoffrey Sommers, “Brick residence to Lot 147 Nepean Highway, Portsea, for Mr & Mrs D W Watkins”,  
Documentation dated 1961-1963, comprising 49 sheets of architectural drawings (sketch plans, working drawings, details, etc), 



engineering drawings, survey drawings and 68pp typescript specification (Accession No YLTAD 141/14, Picture Collection, State 
Library of Victoria) 
“Beside pool at Portsea”, Age, 11 January 1964, p 6.  
“House built with bits from the past”, Age, 30 September 1980, p 19. 
Property File No 139830, held by Mornington Peninsula Shire. 
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: 
 
Rovina at 3808 Point Nepean Road, Portsea, is set well back on its elongated clifftop block and cannot be readily seen from the 
street frontage, which is dominated by a tall boundary wall of recycled Hawthorn brickwork. The driveway is enclosed by a large 
pair of slatted timber gates between two oversized bluestone gateposts that are surmounted by metal coach lamps, and include 
the name of the house in metal lettering. The only other public vantage point, on the beach side, affords a limited view of the rear 
of the house that includes the gabled end wall, in second-hand Hawthorn brick, with the edge of the slate roof and the balustraded 
terrace. 
 
Photographs from recent real estate listings, available online, indicate that the house remains substantially intact. These images 
show the asymmetrical street frontage, with walls of Hawthorn brick and bluestone blocks, and the recessed triple carport with front 
entrance alongside, containing a pair of panelled timber doors. The low-pitched gabled roof, clad in slate, incorporates two half-
round dormer vents, with a bluestone chimney projecting up from behind. The central courtyard, accessed from three sides by 
French doors and large sliding glass doors, is paved in flagstones with a circular swimming pool in the centre (which replaced the 
original kidney-shaped pool in 1983). A balcony extends across the northern end of the courtyard, with bluestone plinth 
incorporating relieving arches and masonry balustrading. The rear terrace, overlooking the bay, also has flagstone paving, as well 
as a row of granite Tuscan Doric columns, masonry balustrade and garden beds edged in bluestone dwarf walling. These 
photographs also show that the interior retains much of its original fitout, including white marble and flagstone floors, kitchen 
benches and cupboards, an ornately carved marble mantelpiece in the dining room, bluestone feature walls and Doric columns to 
the entry foyer and formal living room. 
 
The gable-roofed brick and bluestone outbuilding, indicated on Geoffrey Sommers’s original plans as the gardener’s store, still 
exists to the south-west of the main house, albeit now designated as the “cottage”. 
 
Comparative buildings: 
 
Commissioned by a wealthy Toorak businessman as a grand permanent bayside residence rather than a mere weekender, this 
vast and luxuriously-appointed house, with overt Graeco-Roman references, has no direct comparators amongst 1960s dwellings 
in Blairgowrie, Sorrento and Portsea. In terms of scale, sumptuousness and aura of monumentality, it is broadly comparable to 
some of the more palatial houses that Wayne Gillespie designed in the 1980s and ‘90s, and especially those on comparable 
bayside sites. While examples such as Merrylands at 6 Merrylands Avenue (1985) and Malabar at 3852 Point Nepean Road 
(1990s) all have a comparable sense of grandeur, classical references are implied rather than explicit. Amongst Gillespie’s houses, 
the most pertinent comparator to Rovina would have been Mandurah at 3820 Point Nepean Road (1993; since demolished).  A 
massive and luxurious clifftop house, it incorporated overscaled circular columns in what was surely Gillespie’s most overt allusion 
to classical architecture. Other houses in Portsea designed to evoke the sumptuousness and monumentality of Antiquity include 
Island View at 61 Campbells Road (Richard Buxton, 1985) and the semi-detached pair at 17-19 Degany Avenue (Ian Pockran, 
c1988). With stark rendered walls, segmental arched openings and applied ornament such as cornices, urns and mascarons, 
these houses are more indicative of the emerging taste for Tuscan-style townhouses that was popular at the time, rather than the 
more idiosyncratic expression of the classical vocabulary that is demonstrated by the much earlier Rovina. 
 
Rovina can also be seen as an early manifestation of the trend for architectural salvage to be incorporated into new buildings, 
which became increasingly popular from the late 1960s. It is often associated with the work of designer Alistair Knox, whose 
distinctive buildings often incorporated second-hand bricks, roof slates and timber members, and occasionally more overt elements 
such as window frames, doors, fireplaces and light fittings salvaged from demolished historic buildings. While Knox designed a 
number of houses in the Rye, Portsea and Sorrento area, none of these appears to have utilised salvaged building materials are 
prominently as Geoffrey Sommers did at Rovina. Projects such as the Harmelin House at 16-18 Hiskens Street, Sorrento (1973) 
and the O’Loughlin House at 2 London Bridge Road, Portsea (1974) seem to incorporate generic recycled materials such as bricks 
and timber, while the Scott House at 20 Macfarlan Avenue, Blairgowrie (1980) has some bluestone. The local example with the 
most overt use of architectural salvage would be the Brumby House at 11 James Street, Sorrento (1974), which includes multi-
paned windows and leadlight doors from pre-war buildings, carved timberwork, cupboard doors and even some Gothic Revival 
panelling presumably salvaged from a church. 



 
Ultimately, Rovina has only one true comparator in the study area: the house in Portsea that Geoffrey Sommers designed for 
himself. Located further inland at 49 London Bridge Road, this bluestone house was built at the same time as Rovina, and similarly 
incorporated items of architectural salvage from Sommer’s private collection. As documented in a 1980 newspaper article, these 
included stained glass windows from a Toorak mansion, marble from the Windsor Hotel, patterned tiles from the North Melbourne 
Police Station and mahogany kitchen cupboards that were formerly part of the fitout of a pre-war pharmacy. While notable for its 
incorporation of such elements, and of especial interest as the architect’s own residence, the house is otherwise smaller, less 
dramatically sited and less luxuriously appointed than the remarkable Rovina on Point Nepean Road. 
 
It is not known how many other houses Geoffrey Sommers might have designed in what is now the Mornington Peninsula Shire.  
One example identified to date is a house at 10 Harleston Road, Mount Eliza (c1970s). A two-storey gable-roofed weatherboard 
house with an American Colonial flavour, it is stylistically very far removed from the two aforementioned houses that he designed at 
Portsea in the early 1960s. 
 
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:  
Courtyard plan; recycled and salvaged building materials 
 
Extent of fabric to be retained:   
All of the external fabric of the building 
 
Additions and new buildings:   
The courtyard should not be infilled to increase enclosed space 
 
Schedule: 
 

External Paint Controls No 
Internal Alteration Controls No 
Tree Controls No 
Fences and Outbuildings No 
Prohibited uses No 
Incorporated plan - 
Aboriginal Heritage Place No 

 
 
 


