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Statement of Significance: 
 
What is significant?  
1-17 Constitution Hill Road, Sorrento, known as St Joseph's Primary School, was built in 1932. It is a face brick Inter-War school 
with a tile roof, render details to gable ends and windows and a consistency of design with the adjacent presbytery. It has provided 
educational services to the Catholic Parish of Sorrento for 86 years.  
  
How is it significant? 
1-17 Constitution Hill Road, Sorrento is of local historical, social and representative (architectural) significance to the Mornington 
Peninsula Shire. 
 
Why is it significant? 
1-17 Constitution Hill Road, Sorrento is historically significant because it was constructed in 1932 to service the educational needs 
of Catholic children in the Sorrento parish and has continued to service the parish for 86 years. (Criterion A)  
 
It is significant for its long history of service to the Sorrento community as a Catholic Parish school. (Criterion G) The school retains 
a number of original features, including an asymmetrical massing, with a steep gabled, tile roof, red face brick with render details at 
sills and doors, and a central niche with statue to the front gable end. Architecturally it is an unusual example of an Inter-War 
school on the Mornington Peninsula. (Criterion B) 
 
History: 
 
Sorrento 
The land of which Sorrento 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. Sorrento was occupied by European settlers quarrying and burning lime, fishing and practising 
limited agriculture. The lime burning industry of the Nepean Peninsula was vital to the development of the Peninsula and 
Melbourne. In 1803 the settlers of Sullivan Bay used local lime to construct chimneys and were the first to recognise its potential. In 
June 1839, John Fawkner who had been at Sullivan Bay, was advertising Nepean lime for sale in Melbourne. [Port Phillip Patriot 
and Advertiser 22 July 1839.] Lime was transported on small lighters to boats moored out in the channel between Sorrento Pier 
and the Baths. Later it became common to build kilns on the foreshore where bagged processed lime could be run out on small 
jetties to lime craft. [Hollinshed, 1982:51] 
 
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. 
 
By the 1860s the Nepean Peninsula was recognised 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. As early as 1868 George Selth Coppin (1819-1906) was 
planning to develop Sorrento township, foreshore and back beach as a place for tourists. He purchased 225 acres and subdivided 
it into small allotments for shops and houses. By 1874 he had established his own steamship company and later a steam tramway 
to transport visitors from Melbourne to his Ocean Amphitheatre at the back beach. Another influential developer of Sorrento was 
Charles Gavan Duffy (1816-1903), who developed 600 acres with his neighbour W.Cockburn, for gentleman’s cliff-top villas, of 
which many still line the edge of the Bay. The Bella Vista Estate created the unusual alignment of Point Nepean Road and 
reserved Sorrento Park. [Butler & Context 2012:29-30] 
 
By the 1890s Sorrento township and Ocean Beach Road had begun to develop with new facilities such as a Mechanics Institute 
and shops. On the west side of Ocean Beach Road, opposite the Continental Hotel was Stringers Stores, the Athenaeum Theatre, 
and the Oriental Coffee Palace. Between 1900 and 1910 a number of buildings were constructed on both sides of Ocean Beach 
Road, to provide accommodation and retail services. Along Melbourne Road, Hotham Road and in East Sorrento, a large number 
of permanent and holiday homes were constructed in this period, as were schools and businesses. [Lardner, 2015:21] 
 
In the early 20th century, development of Sorrento was impacted by the closure of the steam tramway and steamer services 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. 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. [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. 
 
History of the Place: 
 
Schools are an important focal point for early communities. As the communities and populations of the district have evolved and 
changed, so have their schools. Schools have expanded, contracted and moved as populations changed during the twentieth 
century. [Butler &Context, 2012:145] Early congregations sometimes managed to be granted reserves on which to build their 
churches and schools. Others relied on gifts of land from local parishioners or had to purchase the blocks on which they built them.  
 
The Catholic Parish of Sorrento had a slow start due to the small permanent resident population. In 1891 the Parish of Mornington 
was created and Sorrento and Portsea included in it. In 1900 the Parish priest of Queenscliff would travel across by boat to attend 
to local residents. The first building was the Sorrento church on Constitution Hill and then thanks to the generosity of Mr John Cain 
and John Farnsworth, a small church dedicated to St Thomas was erected in Portsea in 1903.  In 1907 Father William O'Brien 
retired and lived during the summer months at the Sorrento Hotel saying mass in the church on Sundays. In 1925 Archbishop 
Mannix offered the parish to the Oblate fathers. Father Tom Hayes was appointed the first parish priest. The Sisters of Mercy then 



opened a convent and ran St Joseph's school from 1931. In circa 1948, the Dominican Sisters then opened their school for the 
Deaf and Dumb in Delgany Portsea and in 1953 the Sisters of the Good Shepherd opened a convent at Mandalay on the cliffs of 
Portsea.  
 
The history of Sorrento’s Catholic church is typical of these changes to churches and communities in Mornington Peninsula. The 
first Catholic church, was a small limestone building, on the top of Constitution Hill. “At Sorrento, where 300 pounds had been 
collected through the generous efforts of the well-known George Coppin, the first stone of the Church of St Mary Star of the Sea 
was laid in April, 1876, but it was not opened until 1880. [Pioneer Catholic Victoria, Walter Ebsworth, Melbourne,1973:298] 
 
According to the Presbytery History in 1931, the Sisters of Mercy purchased a house and property on the corner of Bath and 
Kerferd Roads to serve as a Convent, called Nazareth, for the sisters who were to teach the local Catholic children. The building of 
St Joseph's school began on Thursday 29 September, 1931. [Codex Historicus, St Marys Star of the Sea Presbytery] 
 
St Joseph's Primary school was operated by the Sisters of Mercy from 1932 until December 1983. Archbishop Mannix performed a 
blessing at the opening of the school on Sunday January 24, 1932. The original convent was later sold and a new convent was 
built in 1941 and completed in 1942. The convent was later relocated to elsewhere in Sorrento. [Institute of Sisters of Mercy of 
Australia and Papua New Guinea archives, personal comm. 5 April, 2018] 
 
St Joseph’s school was erected to a design submitted by GW Vanheems, and the builder was Mr Brockie. [The Tribune, Thursday 
January 28 1932.] These two had also designed and built the Presbytery in 1929. GW Vanheem had built a number of religious 
buildings in Melbourne and elsewhere and was well practiced in the art of ecclesiastical design. The Sisters of Mercy withdrew 
from administration of the school in 1983. 
 
The school had started as a single classroom and had substantial additions in 1957, 1966, 1978 and 1998. The basic form, style 
and material palette of the school has been carefully kept in each addition and the original Inter- War section is still recognizable.  
 

 
 
St Joseph’s School, Sorrento, 1957 additions. Source PROV VPRS 7882/P1 unit 897 item 7594 
 
Thematic Context: (Graeme Butler, 2008 and Context Pty Ltd, 2012)  
Theme 10:  Developing cultural life 
Theme 10.6.2  Establishing Schools  
 
Sources: 
The Tribune newspaper 
Walter Ebsworth, 1973 Pioneer Catholic Victoria, Melbourne 
Presbytery History, Codex Historicus 
Shire of Flinders Rate Books 
Wills and Probate records  
Land Title certificates 
Public Record Office Victoria Department of Health files 
Institute of Sisters of Mercy of Australia and Papua New Guinea archives 
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 face brick school has an asymmetrical design, with projecting gables and an unusual arrangement, being sited on the far 
boundary of the allotment. The portico entrance to the school is via a gable end facing Constitution Hill Road, with a statue of the 
virgin mounted on the wall. The long facade of the school originally had multi-paned classroom windows facing the Presbytery and 
playground between them. This area has now been extended with new classrooms. On the other side of the building the windows 
are sash windows as are the two windows facing the street. The sloping block allows the school to step down at the rear and 
achieve two storeys.  
 
The building has steep gabled tile roof forms, with render details to the windows and gables. The additions to the building at the 
rear, have been undertaken in a sympathetic manner and do not detract from the original style of the building at the front.  
 
Comparative buildings: 
 
Sorrento Primary School, 32 Kerferd Avenue, Sorrento constructed in 1924, is an Inter-War two room school building designed by 
the Public Works Department. The building has none of the thoughtfulness of design shown in St Josephs and is a far inferior 
building overall. It has the similar multi-pane windows and porch entrance, but has a rough cast render on the facade and hipped 
iron roof 
 
St Mary's Star of the Sea Presbytery, constructed in 1928 by the same builder and by the same architect, is the most comparative 
building and together the two buildings present a unified classic Mission style with similar render details on face brick.  
 
Outside Sorrento: 
 
Mornington Primary School, Vale Street, Mornington constructed in 1878 and extended in the Inter-War period with a similar face 
brick and render design, with tile roof and multi-pane windows.  
 
Recommendations: 
Recommended for inclusion in the Heritage Overlay as shown on the map below. 
 

 
Significant elements or design features:  
Tile roof, gable ends facing Constitution Hill Road and face brick walls.  
 
Extent of fabric to be retained:   
Facade to the street, facade facing the Presbytery and to the rear of the building where it can be seen from the street and from the 
adjoining allotment toward the Continental Hotel. 
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