
HERITAGE CITATION 360 
 
Heritage Overlay number: HO505  
 
HERMES No:   XXXX 
Place Name:   Brumby House (former) 
Address:    11 James Street, Sorrento 
Place Type:   House 
Designer/architect:  Alistair Knox (1984 addition by John Pizzey) 
Construction dates:  1973-74 
Architectural style:  Post-War Modernist 
Level of Significance:  LOCAL 
Recommendation:  To be included on HO schedule  
 
Photo:  

 
Photo by Built Heritage Pty Ltd 2017 
 
Statement of Significance: 
 
What is significant?  
11 James Street, Sorrento, is a timber and mud brick house on a stepped split-level plan with an irregular roofline of faceted 
planes. It was erected in 1973-74 for Eltham residents Ian and Margaret Brumby, to a design by Alistair Knox. In 1984, an extra 
bedroom was added in a matching style, to the design of Knox’s former employee John Pizzey, who was involved in the original 
house. 
 
How is it significant? 
11 James Street, Sorrento, is of local architectural significance to the Mornington Peninsula Shire. 
 
Why is it significant? 
11 James Street, Sorrento, is of architectural significance as an excellent and intact example of the work of Alistair Knox, who is 
acknowledged as an important and influential figure in the development of post-war residential architecture in Victoria for his role in 
promoting the trend for mudbrick construction, self-building and integration of architectural salvage, all of which became widely 
popular in the 1970s (Criterion H). While Knox was prolific in what is now the Mornington Peninsula Shire, and designed five 
houses in the area spanning Blairgowrie, Sorrento and Portsea, the Brumby House, with its stepped split-level plan, irregular 
roofline, mudbrick, rough timber cladding and integrated architectural salvage, stands out as the one that is most evocative of 
Knox’s mature style (Criterion E). Commissioned by Eltham residents who had commissioned Knox to design their original home 
there, the open-planned informal dwelling at Sorrento represents notable attempt to adapt the designer’s highly distinctive 
aesthetic to the requirements of a Peninsula holiday house. The curved roof, which was intended by Knox to represent an ocean 
wave, is an especially unusual and striking feature, not just within the designer’s own oeuvre, but in the broader context of post-
WW2 peninsula weekenders (Criterion F). 
 
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: 
 
The house at 11 James Street, Sorrento, was erected in1973-74 as a holiday dwelling for Eltham residents Ian and Margaret 
Brumby, to a design by Alistair Knox, mudbrick pioneer and leading exponent of the Eltham self-building movement. Born in Perth, 
Ian Mansfield Brumby took an arts degree from the University of Western Australia and, in 1962, was appointed co-editor of the 
university’s highly-regarded literary magazine, Westerly. By the following year, he had relinquished that position to move to 
Melbourne, where he and his widowed mother resided in a flat in Ivanhoe. In April 1965, he married Margaret Wiadrowski, a 



biomedical scientist working at the Walter & Eliza Hall Institute of Medical Research (of which, two decades later, she would 
become director). Looking around Eltham, the couple found a large block of land for sale in Hillcrest Road, not far from the famed 
Montsalvat artists’ colony. In the same street, they chanced to notice a house that they liked, which turned out to be the work of 
Alistair Knox. The couple duly commissioned him to design their own house, and turned to him again when various alterations and 
additions were required in 1970, 1972 and 1979. So, when the Brumbys decided to build themselves a holiday house at Sorrento, 
the choice of designer was a foregone conclusion. 
 
Commencing his career as a teenage bank clerk, Alistair Samuel Knox (1912-1986) enrolled in a part-time pottery course at 
Melbourne Technical College, but his studies were interrupted by WW2. Afterwards, he returning to his bank job while studying 
architecture and building construction at MTC, although he did not complete the course. In 1948, he began experimenting with 
mudbrick construction as a potential solution to the post-WW2 housing crisis and began to develop a distinctive organic style that 
combined mudbrick with rough timber, brick, stone and slate, often salvaged from demolition sites. After completing several early 
houses in the Eltham area for brave clients, who were mostly artists, writers, academics and other free thinkers, Knox’s reputation 
rose rapidly. From the late 1960s until his early death, his unique approach to architectural design saw him keenly sought-after. 
While his output remained strongly associated with the Eltham area, where he resided from 1949 and was active in local affairs 
(including a stint as a Shire Councillor), Knox designed houses and other buildings across the entire Melbourne metropolitan area, 
in regional Victoria, and even interstate. Outlining his design philosophy in several books, Knox was often in demand as a lecturer, 
interviewee and commentator. Two years before his death in 1986, the University of Melbourne bestowed him with an honorary 
Doctorate of Architecture to acknowledge his unique contribution to architectural design in Australia. 
 
Designated as Job 732 in Alistair Knox’s job register, the Brumby House at Sorrento was clearly commissioned in early 1973. 
Working drawings, dated 13 November that year, proposed a timber-framed dwelling on a compact L-shaped plan based on an 
expansive living/dining area with a mezzanine gallery at one end, which allowed the roof to be expressed as a series of faceted 
planes to create a sweeping hyperbolic curve. This unusual roofline, intended by Knox to represent an ocean wave, responded to 
the clients’ request that the building be specifically evocative of a beach house. Service areas (kitchen, bathroom and laundry) 
were grouped beneath the mezzanine gallery, while two bedrooms opened to one side, flanking a recessed verandah with a low 
gabled roof. By the time a building permit was issued in March 1974, the design had been tweaked by the elimination of the 
second bedroom and the consequent extension of the verandah to the end wall. 
 
Structurally, the house was based on a modular grid of rough timber poles, infilled with timber cladding and mud brick. Typically for 
Knox, much of the timber was of second-hand origin, and the house would also incorporate items of architectural salvage noted on 
the drawings as being supplied “by owner”. Ian and Margaret Brumby have confirmed that this recycled material included old 
telephone poles (purchased from the SEC for a pittance), Baltic pine floorboards from a demolished terrace house in South 
Melbourne, jarrah from the Heidelberg Repatriation Hospital and various other bits and pieces (including leadlight windows, glazed 
doors, cabinetwork and staircase) from Whelan the Wrecker or other unrecalled sources. According to the specification, mud bricks 
were to be “composed of a mixture of topsoil and clay subsoil and shall be reinforced with straw at the rate of a handful to a barrow 
load of earth”. Not for the first time, Knox’s intended use of this still-unusual construction method invited a request from the local 
Building Surveyor for more information about its structural integrity. In a letter dated 22 April 1974, Knox’s associate John Pizzey 
explained how the bricks were to be made and laid, noting that they had been successfully used in recent houses designed by the 
firm in Camberwell, Frankston, Lilydale, Diamond Creek, Eltham and Gisborne. It was also pointed out that, in this case, the 
mudbrick wall was merely infill to the structural frame and would not be loadbearing.   
 
Construction commenced under Sorrento-based builder Ian Riley (whose parents, Robert and Maisie Riley, occupied a house in 
Morgan Street designed for them by a young Daryl Jackson). Council records indicate that the foundations for the Brumbys’ house 
were laid during May 1974, with framing and roofing completed before the end of June. The mud brick wall was completed, with 
the masonry units laid using a mortar of “topsoil mixed to a plastic consistency and spread thickly enough to absorb any 
irregularities in the bricks”, and the surface rendered on both sides with similar mud slurry. Externally, the wall was finished with a 
kalsomine-like coating of topsoil, water and Bondcrete (a proprietary sealant) applied with a broad bristle brush. Internally, a 
mixture of paint, colourant and waterproofing compound was used, with the specification noting that “the added colours should not 
finish evenly all over but provide a patina and a variation of texture to the work generally”. The interior fitout, which otherwise 
included second-hand timber lining boards and elements of architectural salvage supplied by the owners, continued. The house 
was reported to be finished, and occupied, by late August. 
 
A full decade after the house was completed, the Brumbys opted to add the second bedroom after all. However, rather than locate 
it where allowance had been made in the original 1974 scheme, it was decided instead to simply extend the existing bedroom wing 
further to the south. Plans for this modest addition were drawn up by John Pizzey and the work was carried out by the original 
builder, Ian Riley of Sorrento. Although the Brumbys moved from Eltham to Hawthorn soon afterwards, they retained ownership of 
the Sorrento house until 1993, when they sold it to purchase architect Geoffrey Sommers’ former residence in Portsea. 
 



 
Excerpt of Alistair Knox’s working drawings, dated Nov 1973, showing curved roofline and mud brick wall (left) 
(Source: Property File No 136946, held by Mornington Peninsula Shire) 
 
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: 
 
Alistair Knox, “Brumby House, Lot 10 James Street, Sorrento”, working drawings dated 13 November 1973. 
(Accession No YLTAD 28/377, Picture Collection, State Library of Victoria) 
Certificate of Title, Volume 9023, Folio 670, created 5 March 1974. 
Property File No 136945, held by Mornington Peninsula Shire. 
“Alistair Knox: Designer, Environmentalist, Builder, Landscape Architect”, <<www.alistairknox.org>> 
Ian and Margaret Brumby, interviewed by Simon Reeves, 4 September 2018. 
Research files held by Built Heritage 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: 
 
Set back to the rear of an elongated, sloping and densely landscaped site, the house at 11 James Street, Sorrento, is somewhat 
difficult to see from the street. However, when limited public views are compared against original documentation, aerial 
photographs and recent interior and exterior photographs from online real estate listings, it is apparent that the original form and 
fabric of the dwelling remains substantially intact. 
 
Laid out on an L-shaped plan, the house has a roughly expressed structure of timber poles infilled with mud brick and board-and-
batten timber cladding, and an irregular roofline with planes at varied pitches creating a sweeping curve. Its split-level plan 
incorporates a large cathedral-roofed living area with a mezzanine at the north-west end, which has a steep clerestory with a 
window wall opening onto a wide timber deck. At the lower level, a second timber deck opens to the north-east, through a window 
wall that rises to the apex of the gabled roof. Except for a mostly windowless mud brick wall that extends along the south-west side 
of the house, external walls are clad with vertical timber boards and battens. The two decks incorporate rough log poles and wide 
timber plank balustrades, while the lower deck is sheltered by gabled roof with exposed rafters and lining boards. All external 
timberwork has a natural grey weathered finish, and it is likely at that least some of it was recycled. Fenestration is varied and, 
apart from the two aforementioned window walls, included conventional rectangular windows to the kitchen and bathroom areas 
(under the mezzanine) and taller windows to the north-east side which rise to fascia level. The triangular gaps at each end of the 
mezzanine level, where the clerestory roof rises above the main gable, are infilled with multi-paned triangular windows. 
 
Online photographs show that the log poles, roof beams and rafters are exposed internally, and the mud brick wall has a rough 
bagged-and-painted finish. Interior spaces have polished timber floorboards and vertical timber lining boards to the walls and 
ceilings. Kitchen and bathroom fitouts include timber cabinets and joinery, at least some of which appears to be vintage items 
salvaged from older buildings. Further evidence of architectural salvage is demonstrated by the presence of timber doors with 
leadlight glazing of obvious pre-war vintage and a wrought iron screen to the bathroom. While the mezzanine includes some 



Gothic Revival carved timber panels, Margaret Brumby has noted that this was added by a subsequent owner and was not part of 
the original design. 
 
Comparative buildings: 
 
At the peak of his professional practice from the late 1960s to the mid-1980s, Alistair Knox was keenly in demand and, as a result 
was an especially prolific designer. His output is well represented in what is now the Mornington Peninsula Shire, where he is 
known to have designed several houses each in Dromana, Mornington, Mount Eliza, Mount Martha, Portsea, Shoreham and 
Sorrento, plus one in Blairgowrie (but apparently none in Rosebud or Rye). While the developed an idiosyncratic style that is 
distinctive and readily recognisable (not to mention much imitated), the extent to which this style was represented in his individual 
houses can vary. This is true of the five houses he is known to have designed in the region spanning Blairgowrie, Portsea and 
Sorrento. Aside from the Brumby House in Sorrento, these comprise the Wrigley House at 30 Boroondara Road, Sorrento (1973), 
the Harmelin House at 16-18 Hiskens Road, Sorrento (1973), the O’Loughlin House at 2 London Bridge Road, Portsea (1974) and 
the Scott House at 20 Macfarlan Avenue, Blairgowrie (1980). 
 
Of the four other houses, three are single-storey dwellings on relatively flat and suburban-scaled allotments, while the fourth, built 
on a sloping site at Blairgowrie, is elevated to the rear and includes a partial lower storey. All four are relatively conventional in their 
form, planning and detailing, with simple rectilinear or L-shaped plans, low pitched roofs (in two cases, incorporating pop-up 
clerestories) with deep eaves and wide timber fascias, and bays of full-height windows opening onto brick-paved terraces with 
timber pergolas. Certainly, Knox’s distinctive aesthetic is evident in the finishes. The Wrigley House and the Harmelin House are of 
recycled clinker brick, while the O’Loughlin House and the Scott House are of bluestone. The last three examples also incorporate 
some vertical timber cladding, although this varies from the smooth-finished and fairly conventional boarding of the Scott House, to 
the more rustic board-and-batten cladding on the front porch of the O’Loughlin House, to the even more rugged wide recycled 
timber planks to the window spandrels of the Harmelin House. 
 
Amongst the five houses that Knox designed in this part of the municipality, the Brumby House in Sorrento is certainly the standout 
example. The other four examples described above are rather more representative of the prevailing tastes in residential 
architecture at the time. In their planning, form, detailing, they have much in common with, say, the contemporaneous project 
houses of Merchant Builders. This is particularly true of the Wrigley House at Sorrento. The Harmelin House at Sorrento and the 
O’Loughlin House at Portsea exhibit some of the rustic character for which Knox is well known, but this is far less evident in the 
much later Scott House in Blairgowrie, which has a much smoother, even contrived finish. With its stepped split-level plan, mud 
brick and extensive use of recycled timber and architectural salvage, the Brumby House remains most evocative example of 
Knox’s work in this region, representing a bold attempt to apply his trademark Eltham style to a peninsula holiday house for two of 
his Eltham clients. 
 
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:  
Mudbrick, recycled timber, architectural salvage 
 
Additions and new buildings:   
Any new development between the house and the street should be sympathetic to the heritage building in its scale, mass, form 
and detailing. 
 
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 

 
 


