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Statement of Significance: 
 
What is significant?  
881 Melbourne Road, Sorrento known as Eastcliff, is a Late Victorian house with Federation additions, in its original garden setting, 
dating to circa 1889. It was built for the Morce family, by stonemason George Morce, and was occupied by members of their family 
for around 35 years.  
 
The house retains most of its Late Victorian/Federation fabric. It has a symmetrical façade with projecting all-limestone gables at 
both sides of a central verandah and entrance with limestone and red brick quoining. The central front door has ornate sidelights 
and fanlight, a tessellated tile verandah, ornate lacework and timber bargeboards, eave pendants and timber gable finials.  
 
How is it significant? 
881 Melbourne Road, Sorrento known as Eastcliff is of local historical and representative (architectural) significance to the 
Mornington Peninsula Shire. 
 
Why is it significant? 
881 Melbourne Road, Sorrento known as Eastcliff is historically significant for its association with the Morce family and local 
stonemason, George Morce. The property was constructed in 1889 and possibly altered in 1905 and is a good example of a Late 
Victorian/Federation limestone house constructed by a local builder, for his own family. It belonged to the well-known Morce family 
for 35 years and is very intact.  (Criterion A & H) 
 
The symmetrical house retains a number of original features of a Late Victorian/Federation house, including a central verandah 
section with limestone walls and brick quoining and all-limestone projecting gable ends. The original features include rendered 
corbelled chimneys, central front door with sidelights and ornate verandah lacework and tessellated tiles. 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. The retention of the garden setting enhances its significance. (Criterion D) 
 
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 Thematic History has a brief section on the importance of lime to the area which stretches from Rye to Point Nepean and is 
known as Nepean Peninsula. Lime burning was particularly influential in the formation and development of many of the coastal 
towns on the Nepean Peninsula. The use of limestone became an important building technique. Hence, the area between 
Blairgowrie and Portsea are remarkable for their unusually large numbers of limestone buildings (over 100), ranging from modest 



cottages to near mansions, many demonstrating the high level of skills achieved by those who worked with lime. Good examples 
include the Continental Hotel and St Johns Church of England, both in Sorrento.  
 
Limestone was initially shipped to Melbourne for burning until air pollution in the rising township meant it had to be burnt on the 
Nepean Peninsula. Lime was also used extensively in local buildings, particularly in Portsea and Sorrento, from the 1870s. 
Limestone became a popular local building material during the second half of the nineteenth century: around the turn of the 
century, the use of limestone with decorative quoins, first red brick and then concrete block, is characteristic of the Portsea-
Sorrento area. [Butler & Context, 2012:53-54] 
 
The Flinders Heritage Study states that this house was owned by George Morce who was a stonemason who built many local 
buildings in limestone, including Koonya, St Johns Anglican Church, Mechanics Institute and the Police Station. Changes occurred 
in rating value in 1889 and 1905. Three houses are noted on the property at this later stage and it is not known if the third house 
still exists. (Includes 44 Donalda Avenue) Substantial alterations probably occurred in 1905. [Context 1992, 1997] 
 
George Morce was a very well-known builder in limestone and many of his buildings are now protected heritage places which 
contribute to the vernacular architectural character of Sorrento. George Morce has been well-researched by the Nepean Historical 
Society, and the following is sourced from their files.  
 
Morce was born in Cardiff in 1836 and migrated to Australia with his wife Margaret and two children, in 1862. He was working as a 
master stonemason in Williamstown in 1873 when he was approached to build St John's in Sorrento. He built the nave in 1873-4 
and the transept in 1889. He bought an acre of land on Melbourne Road and proceeded to build Eastcliff in 1882. His limestone 
buildings include St Marks Church of England in Dromana and Eastbourne in West Rosebud. His last known limestone building 
was Kiaora (44 Donalda Avenue) on his own property, constructed in 1905 when he was 69 years old. He died in Sorrento in 1922 
aged 86 years. [Nepean Historical Society family file, George Morce] 
 
Morce's status as a builder in the local Nepean limestone was obviously high as he was the builder of choice for important 
institutional buildings, such as St John's, Sorrento Police Station and the Sorrento Mechanics Institute, which all demonstrate his 
skill in limestone construction. St Johns Church was his first building in limestone, but there were other large limestone buildings 
such as St Aubins and Sorrento Hotel which had been built by John Farnsworth and there was therefore some experience on the 
Peninsula, in cutting and laying the local dune limestone. After building St John's, Morce was selected to build the Mornington 
Hotel and then the Sorrento Mechanics Institute. Many other buildings are attributed to George Morce, but more research needs to 
be done to definitively determine these.  
 
Morce constructed in both limestone with brick quoining and all-limestone. He was able to build in different styles using limestone, 
as demonstrated by the unusual Federation design of the Sorrento Police Station and the more conservative styles of the 
contemporaneous Eastcliff. Eastcliff is a particularly fine example of his craft and demonstrates both styles of construction in the 
one building. 
 
 



 
Photo of George Morce, circa 1900, Source Nepean Historical Society Collection 
 
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 
Theme 4: Utilising natural resources 
Theme 4.1: Lime 
 
Sources: 
 
Nepean Historical Society family files - Morce 
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: 
 
This ornate, Late Victorian cottage, has detailing from the Federation period. The central part of the house has a symmetrical 
arrangement with two sash windows either side of a door with ornate sidelights and a fan light. The doors and windows are picked 
out with brick quoining that has tuckpointing and stone sills.  
 
The bull nose verandah has ornate timber turned posts and lacework over a tessellated tile floor. Under the eaves of the front 
gable are decorative timber brackets. Two projecting gable ends at either side of the verandah are in all limestone construction 
with ornate timber bargeboards and finials which are the same as Illabarook on Point Nepean Road. There is a timber and metal 
window hood over the gable end windows with decorative brackets which might be original. Photos on the internet reveal that at 
the rear is a rubble construction limestone and brick extension which is less finely finished than the front elevation which is finely 
detailed and finely finished. There is at least one original rendered, corbelled chimney in the iron roof which appears to be fairly 
new. 
 
The house is set back from the street in a cottage style garden on a high rise above Melbourne Road, opposite the recreation 
reserve.  
 
Comparative places: 
 



Illabarook, 3415 Point Nepean Road, Sorrento (1878), an all-limestone house that is claimed to be built by George Morce, although 
the source of this information is unknown. It is stylistically similar to Eastcliff with the same projecting gable with timber 
bargeboards but an ornate three bay window and modern infill over the original verandah and front entrance. 
 
Maroondah, 8 Boroondara Road, Sorrento (1901), an all-limestone house owned by the Hiskens family who built Illabarook and 
also said to be built by Morce, is a less refined style than Illabarook with a projecting front gable, side entrance with verandah over, 
and Federation styling in timber eave brackets and gable decoration. The stonework is refined and of a quality that matches 
Illabarook and Eastcliff. 
 
849-853 Melbourne Road, Sorrento built by William Joseph Croad (1898), is an all-limestone residence close to Eastcliff that was 
built by the local builder, WJ Croad for his own family. It is a refined example of both all-limestone and brick quoining similar to 
Eastcliff, in that it demonstrates the two main styles of limestone construction on the Peninsula in one, very well built, house. 
 
Pembroke 877 Melbourne Road, Sorrento (1905), was built by William Skelton, a local stonemason for his own family as the 
second family home, just down the road from Eastcliff. The house is similar to Eastcliff with the use of tuckpointed red brick 
quoining and timber bargeboard decorations to the projecting gable front and timber finials. Comparative details include the ornate 
timber door with sidelights, fan lights, sash window and bull nose verandah.  
 
Narbeth 879 Melbourne Road, Sorrento (1884), was built by stonemason William Skelton as his first family home and displays an 
earlier, Late Victorian design with symmetrical front and pared down decoration. The all-limestone house was supplanted by 
Pembroke next door after Skelton won a lottery.  
 

 
Photo sourced from www.eastcliffcottage.com.au, October 2018. 
 
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:  
The symmetrical front and the limestone walls, tessellated tiles, lacework to verandah, brick quoining 
 
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 

 
 


