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Statement of Significance: 
 
What is significant?  
8 Netley Avenue, Sorrento, is a holiday dwelling that was built for South Yarra residents George and Ruby Mendes to a design by 
Edward F Billson & Company. It is a single-storey timber dwelling with a low gabled roof and a full-height window wall to the bay 
frontage. 
 
How is it significant? 
8 Netley Avenue, Sorrento is of local architectural significance to the Mornington Peninsula Shire. 
 
Why is it significant? 
8 Netley Avenue, Sorrento, is of architectural significance as a rare survivor of a modestly-scaled architect-designed modernist 
holiday house of the 1950s, with the characteristic trabeated expression, vertical timber cladding and low roofline with broad eaves 
and exposed rafters (Criterion E). The house is rarer still as one that was built on a coveted clifftop site with bay frontage, and thus 
conceived to take advantage of its elevated position and bay views by the incorporation of a full-height and full-width window wall 
opening onto a wide paved terrace with integrated pergola. The house, which was lauded by a leading architectural journal after 
completion, is notable also for its remarkable degree of physical intactness and the fact that its striking cliffside frontage remains 
publicly visible via Millionaire’s Walk. (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: 
 
The house at 8 Netley Avenue, Sorrento, was erected for businessman George Mendes (1892-1964) and his wife Ruby, nee 
Schwartz (1893-1980). Both came from money. Ruby, the daughter of a successful Melbourne bookmaker, had been a minor 
socialite in the 1920s, while George’s father, Morris Mendes, was an entrepreneur whose varied business interests encapsulated 
everything from importing confectionery (later serving as a director of Hoadley’s) to the operation of inner-suburban hotels. After 
they married in 1927, George and Ruby initially lived at the Coronado residential hotel on St Kilda Road, which had only recently 
been built by Morris Mendes, before moving into a high-end block of flats in South Yarra. 
 
George and Ruby Mendes, who had two sons, are known to have holidayed at Sorrento as early as 1934, when a newspaper 
reported them staying at Bona Vista. However, more than two decades passed before the couple decided to build a permanent 
holiday home there. In March 1957, Ruby Mendes acquired the title to a block of land in Netley Avenue that offered the sought-



after bay frontage. To design the house, the couple initially turned to the eminent architectural partnership of Grounds, Romberg & 
Boyd. A surviving sketch plan from the office, dated 14 May 1957 and bearing the initials of staff member Andrew Kahsnitz, 
proposed a simple house on a compact L-shaped plan.  The principal wing, facing the bay, contained the entry hall, kitchen, 
master bedroom and living room, which opened through full-height glazed sliding doors onto a wide paved terrace. To the rear, a 
narrow wing provided two guests rooms and a bathroom, opening off a gallery that faced a walled garden courtyard. The house 
thus presented a virtually blank façade to Netley Avenue, with a double carport and space for a future bedsitting room for a live-in 
staff.   
 
For reasons that have not been established, the Grounds, Romberg & Boyd scheme did not proceed beyond this initial sketch 
plan, and the commission somehow passed to another firm of architects, Edward F Billson & Company. This sprang from the pre-
war practice of architect Edward Fielder Billson (1892-1986), who had left the University of Melbourne in 1915 as the very first 
architecture graduate, then landed a job as one of the first local employees of Walter & Marion Griffin. Billson went on to establish 
private practice, working in partnership with Roy Lippincott until the mid-1920s and later with Keith Cheetham. During that period, 
his output was often characterised by a Griffinesque style, although he later rejected this aesthetic to embrace a more progressive 
Functionalist mode typified by two much-published factories at Warburton for Signs Publishing (1935) and Sanitarium health foods 
(1936-39). After WW2, his practice was re-established as Edward F Billson & Company, with new staff including the founder’s like-
named son, Ted Billson, who joined the office after graduating from Melbourne University in1956. During the 1950s, Edward F 
Billson & Company specialised in residential and small-scale industrial and commercial projects, and also served as architects to 
the Moonee Valley Racing Club, completing a new grandstand there in 1958. 
 
Also completed in 1958, the house that Edward F Billson & Company designed for the Mendes family in Sorrento clearly followed 
the same brief that had been provided to Grounds, Romberg & Boyd. Although smaller in size, Billson’s scheme similarly adopted 
an L-shaped plan with the principal living areas and master bedroom facing the water, and the guest rooms placed into a narrow 
rear wing that rang alongside the double carport. Like the Grounds, Romberg & Boyd design, it took full advantage of the bay 
frontage with full-height windows and glass sliding doors opening onto a paved terrace with pergola beams. The house was 
constructed by Norman Echberg, a highly respected builder from Frankston who had had been responsible for several other fine 
architect-designed houses on the Peninsula, including Roy Grounds’s iconic circular-planned Henty House at Frankston (1953) 
and the house that Robin Boyd designed for Kenneth Myer at Davey’s Bay (1957). 
 
The house that Edward Billson designed for George and Ruby Mendes attracted comparable attention when, in early 1959, it was 
profiled by Architecture & Arts magazine, which noted that “in typical Billson style, the house provides an excellent arrangement for 
contemporary living, with no concessions to inconvenience. The structure is economical in its beamed type of ceiling and 
cantilevered floors. The plan and section show how the whole design is integrated to create a vital environment”. Despite such 
accolades, the completed house appears to have been a relatively short-lived pleasure for the Mendes family. Their younger son, 
Laurence, died while travelling overseas in 1960, and George Mendes himself followed in 1963. His widow Ruby, who continued to 
resided in their South Yarra flat for many years, retained ownership of the Portsea house until 1977. 
 

 
View of the Mendes House from the Netley Avenue side, soon after completion 
Source: Architecture & Arts, February 1959, p 40 
 
 



 
Plan and transverse section through the Mendes House 
Source: Architecture & Arts, February 1959, p 41 
 
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: 
 
Certificate of Title, Vol 8149, Folio 105, created 27 March 1957 
Grounds, Romberg & Boyd, “House at Portsea [sic] for Mr & Mrs G Mendes” sketch plans date 14 May 1957  
(courtesy Tony Lee, Robin Boyd Foundation) 
“The Mendes House, Portsea”, Architecture & Arts, February 1959, pp 40-41. 
Research files held by Built Heritage Pty 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: 
 
Built on a flat site with full-width bay frontage to the east side, the former Mendes holiday house is a single-storey timber dwelling 
on an L-shaped plan incorporating a recessed double carport, thus forming a rectangular footprint. It has an enveloping low-pitched 
roof with rafters that project beyond the eaves line, and exposed beams across the carport. Part of the roof over the carport is 
open, forming a skylight over the pathway that leads to the front door. On the bay side (publicly visible from Millionaire’s Walk), the 
façade is fully glazed, with continuous bays of full-height windows and glass sliding doors that open onto a crazy-paved stone 
terrace. Here, the projecting rafters connect with square timber posts to form an open pergola. External walls to the other three 
sides, and the wing wall defining the edge of the carport, are clad with vertical timber boarding. Set well back from Netley Avenue, 
the house presents a simple and asymmetrical façade to the street, with the recessed of the carport contrasting against the blank 
wall of the guest bedroom wing. 
 
Comparative buildings: 
 
The dwelling appears to be a rare survivor, both as an intact example of a modestly-scaled architect-designed holiday house of the 
later 1950s and one specifically designed for take advantage of prime bayside frontage. Stylistically, it has much in common with 
McDougall House at 22-24 Relph Avenue, Portsea (Neil Clerehan, 1960). While this does not occupy a comparable bayside block, 
the house was similarly conceived to turn its back on the street and address the rear, which in this case faced the sunny north. 
Clerehan’s house presents an understated and mostly windowless elevation to Relph Avenue, with generous glazing to the rear 
(albeit not as extensive as the full-height and full width glazing to the Mendes House). It otherwise echoes the Mendes House 
through its low pitched enveloping roof, vertical timber cladding and exposed beams and rafters. 
 
During the 1950s, a considerable number of holiday houses were erected on prime clifftop blocks along the bay side of the Point 
Nepean Road, but, with such sites becoming increasingly coveted in recent decades, few of these early post-war houses remain 
standing today and fewer still in a substantially intact state. Amongst those confirmed to have been demolished are architect-
designed examples at 3842 Point Nepean Road (Ivor McInnes, 1953), 3464 Point Nepean Road (Guilford Bell, 1958), 3854 Point 
Nepean Road (Donald C Ward, 1959) and 2 Leonard Court, Sorrento (John Ahern, 1960) as well as local designer/builder Keith 
Halley’s own house at 3838 Point Nepean Road (1957). The Long House at 3840 Point Nepean Road (Guilford Bell, 1957) is still 



standing, but has been altered and enlarged. It has several elements in common with the Mendes House, notably a full-height 
window wall facing the bay, integrated with a prominent pergola of boldly trabeated posts and beams.  
 
Research to date has identified only one other example of the work of Edward F Billson & Company in what is now the Mornington 
Peninsula Shire. This, however, is not only somewhat later in date but represents an entirely different typology: a branch of the 
ES&A Bank Ltd (now ANZ) that still stands at 100 Main Street, Mornington (1965-66). Of interest in its own right for its unusual 
arcaded façade, which does to some extent evoke the modular window-wall of the Mendes House at Sorrento, it is otherwise of 
little value as a direct comparator for the post-war residential output of Edward F Billson & Company. 
 
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:  
Full-height windows wall; pergola over stone-paved terrace 
 
Extent of fabric to be retained:   
All of the external fabric of the building 
 
Additions and new buildings:   
No additions should be permitted on the bay side of the property 
 
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 

 
 


