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Statement of Significance: 
 
What is significant?  
Sorrento Cemetery at 78 Normanby Road is a cemetery which was established in 1883, and has surviving gravestones and 
memorials from the late-nineteenth to early twentieth century.  
 
The cemetery retains an interesting layout that has been designed to accommodate the rolling topography of sand dunes and 
makes for an attractive and significant landscape. There is also an interesting array of gravestone styles and materials including 
some very elaborate memorials which add to the aesthetic character. 
 
How is it significant? 
Sorrento Cemetery, 78 Normanby Road is of local historic, aesthetic and social significance to the Mornington Peninsula Shire. 
 
Why is it significant? 
Sorrento Cemetery, 78 Normanby Road is historically significant as it has functioned as a place of internment for the Portsea, 
Blairgowrie and Sorrento communities for over 130 years. It is a physical reminder of the communities of Sorrento, Blairgowrie and 
Portsea, their lives and names recorded in headstones, graves and memorials from 1886. The burial of shipwreck victims and a 

http://mapio.net/pic/p-85174457/


number of notable persons adds to the historical significance. The cemetery has social significance as a place of internment and 
memorial for the local community. (Criterion A & 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. 
 
Thematic History: 
 



Public cemeteries provide a focus for family history researchers and is a locus for the grief for lost loved ones. But there is also the 
art of the mason and ironmonger freely displayed, along with contrived exotic plantings that lend shade and ornament for the living 
and the dead, and remnant indigenous growth that thrives where no-one bothers to weed or mow.  
 
A distinctive aspect of the Peninsula's cemetery heritage is its nautical and defence elements. The Point Nepean Quarantine 
Station Cemetery (c.1852-54), with the Heaton Monument. This cemetery includes around 100 burials from some five ships, 
including 70 burials from the Ticonderoga. The Nepean Cemetery (1854-1924) located on the western edge of the quarantine 
station took some 300 burials including local settlers. 
 
Three years after the Nepean Cemetery was closed in 1880, Sorrento Cemetery was opened although its first burial was not until 
1886. Early graves include that of Joseph Craig and the Chinese, Charles Ah Foo, both 1894, while more recent burials include 
Percy Cerutty, the athletics coach known to all Victorians (born on 10 January 1895, died at Portsea and buried at Sorrento, 1975). 
It has multiple burials from two shipwrecks and a memorial to soldiers who served in the Boer War (1899-1902), one of only 53 
memorials in Victoria to those who served in South Africa.  
 
Other early cemeteries in the Shire include Tyabb (later Hastings) Cemetery, reserved in 1862; Rye Cemetery, established in 1863 
with the earliest existing graves dating from the late 1860s; and Flinders Cemetery, gazetted in 1864 with the first recorded burial 
in January 1870. [Butler & Context, 2012:40-41] 
 
History of the Place: 
 
The Sorrento Public Cemetery of eight acres was established by a Crown Grant in August 1883, and was called Ocean Park 
Cemetery on the reservation. Local residents had petitioned the Board of Lands and Survey for a cemetery that was ‘easy access 
from both places’ being Portsea and Sorrento. [VPRS 14836/P/1 CEM445] 
 
In 1900, the Sierra Nevada ran aground on Point Nepean and quickly broke up. Twenty-three of the 28 crew lost their lives, 
including the captain. The captain and ten of the seamen were buried in the Sorrento Cemetery on the order of the police 
department. It is not known what happened to the other bodies. The trustees later requested that the government reimburse them 
the cost of the burials and this was roundly refused by the government as a matter beyond their remit as the seamen were almost 
definitely paupers and therefore entitled to a free burial.  
 
Through the cemetery correspondence with the General Health Branch it is clear that the cemetery laboured with too few 
resources and too few trustees. As late as 1973 the Board of Health was urging the trustees to compile a plan of the cemetery so 
that there would be no more mixed up burials which had caused expensive exhumations over the previous decades. [VPRS 
14836/P/1 CEM445] 
 
Originally the cemetery was divided into three sections, the Anglican, Presbyterian and Roman Catholic with the first burial taking 
place in 1886 in the Church of England Section. That first burial was John Darbyshire a cray fisherman with an interesting tale of 
being marooned on Darby's Rock off the back beach of Sorrento for four days. Interestingly, Darbyshire's name is the last on a 
long list of petitioners to the crown for a cemetery to be reserved. 
 
Sorrento cemetery includes the internments of two shipwrecks, Sierra Nevada and SS Alert. SS Alert was shipwrecked off Cape 
Schanck on the 28th December 1893. Of the 16 people on board, the only survivor was Robert Ponting, the ship's cook, who was 
washed ashore at Sorrento back beach after clinging to a portion of cabin door. He was found and revived by locals using brandy 
and the body heat of a St. Bernard dog. Two bodies were also washed ashore at Sorrento back beach. 
[https://smct.org.au/sorrento-cemetery/] 
 
In December 2017 the Sorrento Cemetery Trust was disbanded and it was taken over by Southern Metropolitan Cemeteries Trust.  
 



 
Reservation of cemetery 1883, VPRS 14836/P/1 CEM445 
 
Thematic Context: (Graeme Butler, 2008 and Context Pty Ltd, 2012)  
Theme 2: Peopling the Mornington Peninsula 
Theme 2.10: Burying and remembering the dead 
 
Sources: 
 
Cemetery correspondence and Department of Health files held at the Public Record Office of Victoria 
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: 
 
Sorrento cemetery is sited behind Sorrento Ocean Beach on an area of rolling sand dunes at the end of Normanby Road. The 
cemetery has an informal gardenesque layout which reflects the undulating topography of the site. There is no clear division 
between the religious sections and no formal roads, paths and markers.  
 
The cemetery is unusual in that the newer section has an incredible array of grave and monument types, materials and styles. 
Some monuments are very elaborate commissioned pieces in marble and stone. Even single gravestones are elaborately 
constructed and decorated. In the older section closer to the entrance gates, vertical C19th memorials predominate. Memorials to 
shipwreck survivors and some influential persons make the cemetery a very interesting landscape.  
 
The only planted European vegetation is two large pines near the entrance. Many graves have garden surrounds and domestic 
plants of different types. There are few garden beds and no avenues of trees, but the remnant Moonah vegetation surrounds the 
site in dense stands to the west and to the east is the fences of adjoining properties. 
 
Comparative cemeteries: 
 
There are six functioning cemeteries in Mornington Peninsula, most established in the mid-nineteenth century. Most are of a 
comparable size to Sorrento excepting Mornington Cemetery which is much larger and more suburban.  
 



Dromana Cemetery, at 1065 Arthurs Seat Road, Arthurs Seat dates to 1863. The setting of the cemetery on a hillside with a view 
of the Bay, is quite different to Sorrento which is tucked behind sand dunes. Dromana is similar to Sorrento in that it has few trees 
which are typical to nineteenth century cemeteries and is surrounded by dense remnant vegetation. It also has a relaxed layout 
and there is not a great deal of distinction between denominational areas.  
 
Rye Cemetery circa 1860, contains graves of Sullivan, Cain, and Purves families who are related to Sorrento families.  
 
The Flinders cemetery, gazetted in 1864 is a similar relaxed design without formal denominational sections and surrounded by 
remnant vegetation. Its situation within the township gives it a much less isolated and lonely character than Sorrento.  
 
Recommendations: 
Recommended for inclusion on the Heritage Overlay to the extent of the whole property as defined by the title boundary. 
 
Significant elements or design features:  
C19th and early C20th gravestones and memorials and entrance gates. (Not the small office at the gate, this is intrusive and could 
be improved or removed.) 
 
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 

 


