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Statement of Significance: 
 
What is significant? 
827 Melbourne Road, Sorrento is a former Mechanics Institute and Hall, dating to 1877. It is a Late Victorian limestone building 
which was used as a community venue and public hall for almost 100 years and is now used as a Museum and home of the 
Nepean Historical Society. 
 
The building retains most of its original fabric, including limestone walls and iron roof. It has a symmetrical façade with a rendered 
classical portico and triple arch windows.  
 
The prominent setting on the street near to Ocean Beach Road and Melbourne Road intersection and the nearby public gardens 
contribute to the significance of the place. 
 
How is it significant? 
827 Melbourne Road, Sorrento is of local historical, representative (architectural) and social significance to the Mornington 
Peninsula Shire. 
 
Why is it significant? 
827 Melbourne Road is historically significant for its association with the former Mechanics Institute, its function as a public hall for 
the community and more recently as a museum of the Nepean Peninsula Historical Society. The property was constructed in 1877 
and is a good example of a Late Victorian limestone hall. It is one of only a few public buildings surviving in Sorrento, and a rare, 
intact Mechanics Institute on Mornington Peninsula. (Criterion A & B) 
 
The building retains a number of its original features, including limestone walls. The original features include hipped roof, rendered 
chimneys, rendered pilasters, triple-arched windows and a rendered portico with classical motifs. A gabled addition from 1895 to 
the side was a supper room. A later skillion addition to the rear is also in limestone by the same builder, George Morce. The 
technique of limestone 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) 
 



The former Mechanics Institute has been used by the community of Sorrento and Portsea as a place of education, celebration and 
entertainment from 1877 until the present day. (Criterion G) 
 
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: 
 



Mechanics Institutes were formed in Britain to provide adult education, particularly in technical subjects, to working men. They were 
used as libraries for the working class and potentially provided them with an alternative to gambling and drinking. From the middle 
of the 19th century many Victorian country towns built their own mechanics institutes, a combination usually of a public meeting 
hall and reference library. Mechanics institutes symbolised the ambition of local people to educate themselves, though reading, at 
a time when post-primary education was virtually non-existent for most the of the population. Most were funded by hard work and 
donations of local people. Some mechanics institutes were originally intended initially to be public halls. After 1862, however, the 
Victorian Government offered an incentive to local communities in the form of a grant to cover the cost of books purchased for the 
institute. Many mechanics institute buildings began as rather humble halls and were gradually expanded as the needs of the 
community grew and finances allowed.  
 
The Sorrento Mechanics Institute opened in February 1877, opposite the site of the proposed Sorrento railway station on the 
unrealised Frankston to Point Nepean railway. By 1910, the Institute's library contained 2015 books and magazines. Over the 
years, it was used as a library, hall, courthouse and for roller-skating, as well as the meeting place for all the many and varied 
organisations which have flourished in the town. It was the venue for church socials, bazaars, Magic Lantern lectures, concerts, 
kitchen teas for brides-to-be, wedding breakfast and a silver wedding party. Dancing lessons for both adults and children, 
dressmaking and sewing classes were held there. At one period it averaged four balls a year and was hired for dances for 
charitable function, for family parties and celebrations. It has been the Court of Petty Sessions, the weekly Drill Hall for the Militia, 
the venue for euchre parties, smoke nights, temperance and political meetings, roller skating and at one time was used by the 
Masonic Lodge. The hall was the venue of a concert by Madam Melba, then called Mrs. Armstrong, January 24th 1885, when 
Melba sang two solos and a duet. This was reputedly her first concert since she first sang publicly, as a child, in her home town 
Richmond. In the next year, she travelled to Europe to begin a serious musical career. The Institute was purchased by the Shire of 
Flinders in 1961, making the Mechanics Institute available to the Nepean Historical Society in 1965. On 15 October 1967, the 
Historical Society opened a museum in the building. In March 1994, a gallery extension was built using grants from the 
Commonwealth Government and the local Shire. [Butler & Context, 2012:150] 
 
More details on the Institute are found on the Nepean Historical Society website. In July 1876, a meeting was held at the 
Continental Hotel and the trustees were granted land by the Ocean Amphitheatre Co. to George Coppin, Joseph Hiskens and John 
Cain. The stone was donated by local landowner, parliamentarian and 8th Premier of Victoria, Sir Charles Gavan Duffy. The 
Mechanics Institute Trust built the Hall using locally quarried limestone. [The Argus, Thursday 20 July 1876:5]  
 
Local builder, George Morce, built the hall, and it is a very good example of his work in limestone. In 1891-1895 extensions were 
made to the hall by Morce again with a new meeting room and a supper room. During WW1 and WW2, it was used by the Red 
Cross for making comforts and packaging parcels for the troops and saw many joyous welcome home parties when the Wars 
ended.  
 
In 1946 Bruce Matear of Matear Brothers manufacturers ran an underwear and pyjama factory in the hall employing women 
machinists at a time of limited employment. The Matears owned a house at 5 Point King Road, Sorrento. Leo Hibbert then used 
the building between 1947 and 1954 to run another textile manufacturing business making bras for the Dowd brothers who 
manufactured Hickory underwear. It isn't known if this Leo Hibbert was related to the Hibberts of Sorrento who ran a lemonade 
business before WW1. [https://nepeanhistoricalsociety.asn.au/museum/the-mechanics-institute/]  
 

 



1896 photo of Mechanics Institute sourced from Nepean Historical Society collection, September 2018, 
https://nepeanhistoricalsociety.asn.au/museum/the-mechanics-institute/ 
 
Thematic Context: (Graeme Butler, 2008 and Context Pty Ltd, 2012)  
Theme 10:  Developing the Peninsula's Cultural Life 
Theme 10.6.1:  Mechanics Institutes and libraries 
 
Sources: 
 
Nepean Historical Society website 
Shire of Flinders Rate Books 
Wills and Probate records  
Land Title certificates 
The Argus 
Lardner, Helen 2015, Ocean Beach Road Commercial Precinct Sorrento Heritage Policy. 
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: 
 
The former Mechanics Institute is a limestone building with a classical rendered portico with a gable roof. The front of the building 
has classical proportions and symmetry and very fine details such as pilasters, portico and mouldings to windows.  
 
The rendered front portico has mouldings to the front, moulded brackets to the eaves with three arches and other classical motifs. 
The triple arch windows are a feature of the symmetrical design and has finely rendered mouldings to the sills and window arches. 
The chimneys and pilasters at the edge of the front facade are also rendered, as is the string course at window sill height. A gabled 
supper room built as an early addition by the same builder is also of significance. The whole building is very intact and has high 
integrity and is a very important building on a prominent intersection in Sorrento.  
 
Comparative places: 
 
Other Mechanics Institutes were built at Mornington in 1885, at Flinders in the late 1880s (now demolished), Somerville in 1891 
and Balnarring in 1899 (now demolished). A Mechanics Hall was constructed on the site of a previous Mechanics Institute in 
Rosebud in the 1930s.  
 
Of these the Mornington Mechanics Institute is a similar masonry structure with a classical and symmetrical facade. The building 
has similar details such as moulding to the arched windows and pilasters but instead of a porch it has an arched parapet over the 
central doorway.  
 
Somerville Mechanics Institute now presents as a highly decorative Federation building, however it was originally a masonry hall 
with portico.  
 
A comparable place in Sorrento is the 1923 Sorrento Masonic Temple in Point Nepean Road. Although this building was built much 
later, it is comparable in terms of its size and classical design and its intent to project a sober public facade. Originally, the Masons 
had met in the Sorrento Mechanics Institute.  
 
Recommendations: 
Recommended for inclusion in the Heritage Overlay to the extent of the whole property as defined by the title boundaries. 
 
Extent of fabric to be retained:   
All of the Late Victorian fabric. 
 
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 

 
 
 


