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Statement of Significance: 
 
What is significant?  
5-7 Hotham Road, Sorrento, known as the Sorrento Hotel is a Late Victorian, limestone and brick hotel built in a number of stages 
from 1872. The section that now fronts Austin Ave was designed by Hennessy and Deakin and built by John Farnsworth and may 
be the first example of limestone with brick quoining construction on the Nepean Peninsula. 
 
The building retains some of its original fabric but has lost some of its integrity due to alterations. The setting of the building has 
been adversely compromised by adjoining developments which have blocked views to the Bay and the lower level has been 
enclosed by an intrusive addition. 
 
How is it significant? 
5-7 Hotham Road, Sorrento is of local historical, social and representative (architectural) significance to the Mornington Peninsula 
Shire. 
 
Why is it significant? 
5-7 Hotham Road, known as Sorrento Hotel is historically significant because it was constructed in 1872 and has operated as the 
Sorrento Hotel for 146 years. It is the oldest extant hotel on the Mornington Peninsula. The hotel is also associated with the play, 
Hotel Sorrento, by Hannie Rayson which is very well known Australia wide, and which was made into an award winning feature film 
in 1995. (Criterion A) 
 
It is possibly the first example of a limestone building with brick quoining for windows, doors and edges, and is the earliest extant 
hotel on the Mornington Peninsula. It is also the earliest building known to have been constructed by well-known builder, John 
Farnsworth whose family also subsequently became significant. (Criterion B & H) 
 



The building retains a number of original features; a square tower, lacework verandah, eave brackets and limestone walls with 
brick quoining which is of local significance, being possibly the earliest example of this building technique on the Mornington 
Peninsula. The technique of limestone and brick construction is now of particular significance to Mornington Peninsula as it is 
recognized as a distinctive local vernacular tradition. This building demonstrates the skill of local builders in adapting local 
materials to different architectural styles. (Criterion D & E) 
 
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:  
 
Charles Gavan Duffy alienated a large section of land along the Bay in Sorrento and with his neighbour W.Cockburn, started to 
subdivide and sell off blocks as part of Bella Vista Estate. When Duffy advertised the Estate in the 1870s, the Sorrento Hotel was 
already built on the prominent site overlooking the Bay and pier and opposite a public park reserve. The first Sorrento post office 
was next door and the site of a Police Station was reserved across the road.  
 

 
Extract of Map of Bella Vista Estate, Sorrento, Source, State Library of Victoria 
 
Sorrento’s popularity as a seaside resort began when George Selth Coppin bought 225 acres of land where Sorrento township is 
now, and began reorganising the allotments to suit his many business interests and promote the town to investors and tourists. 
Coppin constructed a road in 1889 to service his Ocean Amphitheatre at the back beach and provide tracks for his steam tramway 
that began taking passengers in 1890. Coppin’s Continental Hotel was built on Ocean Beach Road in 1875 in direct competition to 
the Sorrento Hotel, already in place by 1872. [VHD Continental Hotel]  
 
The Thematic History makes no mention of the Sorrento Hotel, which is strange, given its early date. It goes on to describe early 
hotels in Portsea and Rye. The early hotels at Portsea and Rye included the Nepean Hotel at Portsea (demolished) which started 
in 1870 and the Gracefield, later Rye hotel, which started in another location as the Tootgarook Inn in the 1850s. The original 
licence to the Portsea Hotel was granted to Alexander Watson at the Court of Petty Sessions, Sorrento on 9 December 1876. This 
section of the Thematic History makes it clear that the Sorrento Hotel is the earliest extant hotel on the Peninsula. [Butler & 
Context, 2012:99] 
 
According to the Flinders Heritage Study, the first section of the Sorrento Hotel was built in 1872 for P.J. Martin, the owner of the 
Australian Brewery who later lived at 92 Hurstwood Road in the 1880s. The building was designed by Hennessy & Deakin and 
constructed by builder/mason John Farnsworth who came from Adelaide for the construction contract and then stayed to build a 
number of well-known buildings on the Peninsula. The first hotel licence was granted in 1872, which might be the earliest licence 
for a hotel on the Nepean Peninsula. [Context 1992, 1997:241]  
 
In 1873 The Argus was advertising for tenders to construct an additional 32 rooms in the hotel to the design of Michael Hennessy, 
architect. [Argus 25 Aug 1875:2] Tenders are continuously advertised in The Argus over the next three years. Hennessy and 
Deakin were also inviting tenders for additions to the Continental Hotel. [The Argus 7 Sept 1877:2] In 1877 and 1878 tenders were 
invited for masons, bricklayers and carpenters and then for painters. [The Argus, 1 Nov 1877:7 and 6 Aug 1878:3]  
 
The original section of the two storey hotel, with central tower and second storey verandah, was extended to the east and west 
with an austere two storey addition which in 1887 was reviewed by the Argus. “It is a fine hotel in every sense, solidly built of stone 
with accommodation for a hundred resident visitors, comfortably furnished, well managed, clean commodious, wholesome and 
much may freely be said, but it has no balconies worthy of the name, the architect who planned such an hotel, and neglected to 
provide balconies all round about, must either have been a new chum or one destitute of all appreciation of the first exigencies of 
controlling the summer lite (sic) in Australia.” [ The Argus, 31 Dec 1887:5] Compared to the oldest section of the hotel, the new 
accommodation wings were very unadorned. The views were unsurpassed in Sorrento as the hotel is still located on the highest 
ground in Sorrento with what was once an unobstructed view of the Bay.  



 
The earliest photo below shows the earliest two storey section with central tower over the arched entrance and an upper balcony 
with lacework. The photo also indicates that the sections that are now face brick were all rendered in the 1880s. The later sections 
of the hotel, the west and east accommodation wings, are all-limestone.  
 
John Farnsworth, a prolific local builder, built the Sorrento Hotel in 1872 although there is no definite reference for this information 
other than in Hollinshed. Hollinshed has two conflicting dates for the Nepean Hotel but as far as is known, the Sorrento Hotel was 
the second building he built after he arrived from South Australia, but this needs to be researched further. Farnsworth had built the 
Nepean Hotel in Portsea (demolished) for James Ford possibly in 1871. After the Sorrento Hotel, he built The Anchorage for 
George Selth Coppin and Seacombe, later known as Hindson House in 1873. [Hollinshed, 1982:119] [Context 1992, 1997] All 
these early Farnsworth buildings are limestone, and make extensive use of verandahs, lacework, pendant eave brackets, picked 
sills, lintels and edges. Only Hindson House and Sorrento Hotel have brick quoining, which is now rendered and also have towers.  
 
The Sorrento Hotel is one of the earliest example of limestone and brick construction on the Nepean Peninsula. This technique of 
limestone walls with extensive areas of brick quoining became hugely popular on the Nepean Peninsula at the turn of the century. 
The use of cut limestone blocks and brick quoining was commonly used in South Australia where Farnsworth migrated from, but is 
a more unusual technique for buildings in Victoria where limestone is not commonly available. The easy availability of limestone on 
the Peninsula and skilled artisans to cut and cart it, would have made limestone an easy choice to a builder familiar with stone 
masonry techniques. The use of brick in limestone buildings was common to achieve sharper corners, arches and the faceted bay 
design of the windows. The brick quoining of the Sorrento Hotel was designed to be rendered, as early photos indicate, but in later 
years builders used exposed brick to provide decorative relief to the limestone walls, with coursing, banding and patterning, with 
some local builders developing incredibly fine techniques in this style.     
 
The Sorrento Hotel is also significant for its association with the well-known play Hotel Sorrento, written by Hannie Rayson that 
premiered in 1991 and was made into a feature film in 1995. The play has been produced multiple times over the decades and is 
known as one of her most loved plays and frequently produced works. [Hannie Rayson, www.wheelercentre.com/people/hannie-
rayson] 
 

 
Sorrento Hotel, Fred Kruger Photographer, between 1880 and 1882? Source, State Library of Victoria 
 

 



The Sorrento Hotel, Sorrento, Rose Stereograph Co, c.1920-1954, Source, State Library Victoria.  
 
Thematic Context: (Graeme Butler, 2008 and Context Pty Ltd, 2012)  
Theme 7: Building settlements and townships 
Theme 7.4: Early inns and hotels 
Theme 7.5: Lodging people 
 
Sources: 
 
Wheeler Centre website, October 2018 
Victorian Heritage Database 
The Argus newspaper 
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: 
 
5-7 Hotham Road, Sorrento is a two storey limestone and brick, Victorian Italianate hotel that has been extended in numerous 
stages since 1872. The hotel is sited on a high promontory overlooking the Sorrento jetty with distant views from the square tower 
to Melbourne. The front façade of the hotel faces the Bay but in recent decades has had the views built out by an apartment 
complex. The gardens of the hotel have been built over and the ground floor level front façade enclosed and a road, Austin Ave 
runs straight past what was the front facade. The entrance to the hotel is now on the west side of the building on Hotham Street. 
 
The earliest section, has two storeys, and a square tower above that with a viewing platform at the top. The top storey has a 
verandah with decorative lacework. The tower is flanked by two projecting faceted bays with three windows in each. The tower has 
pendant eave brackets under the hipped iron roof. The ground floor and an area around the front facade is now enclosed in a 
glassed-in restaurant.  
 
The eastern and western façades have a different construction style, with face limestone and rendered quoins and sills. The plain 
and unadorned accommodation facades to the east and west are all-limestone with no decoration or quoining.   
 
The western façade has not been enclosed but has been altered with a new ground floor entrance to a cellar and a rear deck 
extending to the south. The eastern façade on Cooper Grove has also been built in with ground floor weatherboard extensions 
housing kitchens and service areas. 
 
The building appears to be in fair condition, is located in its original position, but without its original setting which gave it 
prominence and context. The additions to the lower front façade detract from the building’s significance as does the replacement of 
some windows with solid glass, and concrete sills instead of stone. The exposure of areas of brick quoining is not original and early 
photographs confirm that by the 1880s the brickwork was rendered with ashlar ruling.  Internally some areas of limestone and 
brickwork were also rendered, indicated by the depths of architraves and rough appearance of the brickwork fill. In some other 
areas, the stonework had black tuckpointing.  
 



  
Areas of remnant black tuck pointing in internal areas. Source, heritage ALLIANCE 2018 
 

 
Areas of brickwork quoining on external windows, corners and doors was originally designed to be rendered. Early photos confirm 
the render design.  
 
Comparative buildings: 
 
Nepean Hotel, 1871 (demolished) The Nepean Hotel was built by John Farnsworth in Portsea the year before Sorrento Hotel and 
shows the origins of the Sorrento Hotel design with a square tower with lookout, projecting bay windows, eave brackets and face 
limestone walls. Although the Nepean Hotel was greatly altered by the time this photo was taken, it was a similar if less refined 
version of the Italianate design. 
 

 



Portsea Nepean Hotel, John T Collins, 1964. Source, State Library of Victoria 
 

 
Continental Hotel, 1875 
 
The Continental Hotel, Sorrento was built only 3 years after the Sorrento Hotel and shows a similar design to the Nepean and the 
Sorrento Hotels. The similarities include the use of rendered brick quoining, limestone walls, a tower with decorative mansard roof, 
decorative eave brackets, and verandah lacework. It is comparable to Sorrento Hotel in its prominent position overlooking the Bay, 
with a plainer accommodation section added as a wing. Although now greatly altered, with very intrusive additions, the original 
Italianate design can still be seen. The Continental Hotel is listed on the Victorian Heritage Register and is believed to be the only 
four storey limestone building in Victoria.  
 
Hindson House (Seacombe), Sorrento 1873 A two storey Italianate mansion with a square castellated tower, ornate lacework on 
verandahs and limestone walls with rendered brick quoining. The house was also built by John Farnsworth. 
 
Royal Hotel, Mornington, 1857, originally called the Schnapper Point Hotel is an early Victorian two-storey hotel in a refined style 
that feels more like a metropolitan hotel than a beachside hotel.  
 
The use of limestone distinguishes all the other examples and lends it a sense of place. The Royal Hotel could be located almost 
anywhere in Melbourne, but the Sorrento Hotel and Continental could be nowhere but the Nepean Peninsula.  
 
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:  
Limestone walls, brick quoining, tower, faceted bay windows, lacework to verandahs and eave brackets. 
 
Changes to the fabric:     
The enclosed ground floor restaurant and enclosed upper areas should be removed and the original arrangement of verandahs 
and front entrance reinstated and render should be reinstated on brick quoining and some internal walls. 
 
Schedule: 
 

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

 
 
 


