
HERITAGE CITATION 451 
 
Heritage Overlay number: HO521 
 
HERMES No:   XXXX 
Place Name:   Whitehall 
Address:    235 Ocean Beach Road, Sorrento 
Place Type:   Guesthouse 
Designer/architect:  J.Gibbons (or Usher & Kemp?) 
Construction dates:  Circa 1904 
Architectural style:  Federation 
Level of Significance:  LOCAL 
Recommendation:  To be included on HO schedule 
 
Photo:  

 
Photo heritage ALLIANCE 2017 
 
Statement of Significance: 
 
What is significant?  
237 Ocean Beach Road, Sorrento, known as Whitehall, is a Federation guesthouse dating to 1904. It was built for James D. Allen 
who ran it as a guesthouse with his daughter from 1904-1949. Whitehall was one of many guesthouses in Portsea and Sorrento, 
but by the 1950s it was the last one operating in Sorrento. 
 
The guesthouse retains most of its original fabric and integrity, with only minor changes to the fabric and the once extensive 
grounds. It is a highly visible part of the streetscape and the most prominent building at this end of Ocean Beach Road. The two 
storey limestone and brick structure has an upper verandah with an ornate timber valance and balustrade, a central projecting 
gable above the roof and an arched opening at ground level over the front door. 
 
The highly visible setting at the end of Ocean Beach Road contributes to the significance of the place 
 
How is it significant? 
237 Ocean Beach Road, Sorrento is of local historical and representative (architectural) significance to the Mornington Peninsula 
Shire. 
 
Why is it significant? 
237 Ocean Beach Road is historically significant because it was constructed in 1904 and is a rare example of a purpose built, 
beachside guesthouse in Sorrento. It is one of only two original guesthouses built at the start of the twentieth century which 
survives in Sorrento and is mostly intact. (Criterion A & B) 
 
The guest house retains a number of its original features, including limestone and brick walls which is a distinctive local building 
tradition in Sorrento and Portsea and practiced with great skill by local builders. The original features include the upper storey 
verandah with decorative timber balustrade and valance, arched opening at ground level and gable at roof height, turned timber 
verandah posts and decorative brick quoining around windows and doors and building corners. 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 generous garden setting, with a curved driveway, on a prominent site in Sorrento 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:  
 



Charles Gavan Duffy alienated this land in 1872. He did not subdivide or sell it until around the end of the century when there was 
a rush of building along this section of Ocean Beach Road. Most properties still standing between Melbourne Road and the Back 
Beach were constructed between 1889 and 1915.  
 
The limestone Oriental Coffee Palace was the first guesthouse built at Sorrento in 1887-88 by William Hughes. Hughes was 
formerly a lime burner who moved to Sorrento from Ireland to work at the kilns of CG Duffy. It ran as Wooster's Oriental Palace for 
some time, as advertised in the Guide to Sorrento in 1917. The building was owned by the Popple family in 1954 when it ceased to 
be a guesthouse. The Oriental was one of nine guesthouses in Sorrento. The Sorrento guesthouse, Whitehall, at 231-237 Ocean 
Beach Road was built in 1904 for James D. Allen who ran it with his daughter from 1904-1949. Of the many guesthouses that 
existed in the heyday of Portsea and Sorrento as resort towns, Whitehall is the only one still operating (in 2012). [Butler & Context, 
2012:100-102]  
 
It is interesting that the Thematic History which goes into some detail about lodging houses and guesthouses, does not deal with a 
theme of institutional accommodation, which during the course of this study has arisen with a number of properties in Portsea and 
Sorrento. Large properties such as Whitehall, Marlborough House, Mandalay (now demolished), Hindson House/Seacombe and 
Delgany were used as hostels for disadvantaged children, Navy personnel, deaf and dumb children, those with mental illness and 
religious orders. The combination of the resort atmosphere, easy transport from Melbourne and the availability of large properties, 
obviously made it quite popular for the establishment of hostels. Excepting the Lord Mayors Children's Camp, these are now a 
thing of the past as Peninsula property prices have made it unfeasible for government, charity and religious institutions to purchase 
the large properties required for lodging large groups of people. 
 
Whitehall which was built as a private guesthouse was built at the very end of Ocean Beach Road which had been constructed by 
George Selth Coppin in 1889 to service his Ocean Amphitheatre at the back beach in Sorrento and provide tracks for his steam 
tramway that began taking passengers in 1890. Two guesthouses sat opposite each other at the end of Ocean Beach Road, the 
Ophir which was three storeys high and built of timber, and the limestone and brick Whitehall. Here guests had unobstructed views 
of the Ocean to the south and views to the tower of the Continental Hotel to the north.  
 
Guesthouses in Sorrento and Portsea were constructed to service passengers coming by steamer from the City. Marlborough 
House in Portsea was constructed as a boarding house in 1902 for Matilda Reid by William Joseph Croad (1870-1934). Its 
construction style is strikingly similar to Whitehall and this is not surprising as it was constructed by WJ Croad, Charles Johnson 
and William Goss, all highly skilled local builders in limestone. By 1902 there were several boarding or guesthouses in Sorrento. In 
1917, Illustrated Guide to Sorrento on Sea by Sorrento Progress Association, showed a listing for numerous guesthouses; 
Lonsdale House, Back Beach Palace, Ophir, Monte Vista, Oriental Palace, and Somerset House. The Oriental and Whitehall are 
the only extant buildings. [Context 1992, 1997:28] 
 
The 1917 Illustrated Guide to Sorrento, ran ads for Whitehall which advertised it as being three minutes from Ocean Beach and 
boasting a Billiard Room, Croquet Lawn, Tennis court, Bowling green, half a mile from golf links and can accommodate 100 guests. 
[Illustrated Guide to Sorrento:52] 
 
In 1949 the guest house was up for sale and was purchased on the 30 November 1949 by the Minister for the Navy. The guest 
house was purchased by the Minister to provide accommodation for the families of Royal Navy personnel in Australia. Another 
property was purchased in Katoomba for the same purpose. In 1950 the property passed to the Migrant Workers Accommodation 
Division of the Department of Labour and National service for them to manage. A live-in Manager, Mr E.J Lake was appointed to 
run the hostel. (National Archives of Australia, 569/201/2250) It was sold back into private ownership in 1952 to the Dunkley family 
who operated it as a guesthouse for many years, and after having been sold again recently, it is currently being renovated.  
 



 
Whitehall advertisement in Illustrated Guide to Sorrento on Sea, Sorrento Progress Association, 1917, Source, State Library of 
Victoria. 

 
Sorrento from Back Beach, postcard, showing Ophir and Whitehall and the steam tram. n.d. Source, State Library of Victoria  
 
Thematic Context: (Graeme Butler, 2008 and Context Pty Ltd, 2012)  
Theme 7: Building Settlements and Towns 
Theme 7.5: Lodging people 
 
Sources: 
 
Illustrated Guide to Sorrento on Sea, 1917 
State Library of Victoria picture collection 
National Archives of Australia 
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 
Helen Lardner Conservation Design Pty Ltd, 2015, Ocean Beach Road Commercial Precinct Sorrento Heritage Policy, Cultural 
Significance Report 
 
Description: 
 
237 Ocean Beach Road, Sorrento is an intact, double storey limestone and brick guest house, with four chimneys, hipped iron roof 
and upper verandah. The verandah has turned timber posts, decorative timber valance and balustrade and an arched masonry 
opening at ground level. The upper level has a gable roof over the opening with a finial and decorative lattice work. The limestone 
walls have red brick quoining at corners, windows doors and at ground level on the front facade, at each end there is a projecting 
bay with triple windows.  
 
The limestone is random coursed and has been recently painted over which should be removed. The red brick quoining is tuck 
pointed, some of the double hung windows appear to be original, but the oversized front door is not and should be replaced.    



 
The building appears to be in good condition and is located in its original position, with its original garden setting to the front and 
rear. The two storey limestone extension to the rear is possibly original to an early period of the property and should be retained. It 
appears to have been built with similar materials and skill.  
 
Comparative buildings: 
 
Marlborough House, 8 Back Beach Road, Portsea (1902) was constructed as a boarding house for Matilda Reid by William Joseph 
Croad. The Croad family were highly skilled builders in limestone and brick and it is likely that Whitehall's design was greatly 
influenced by this building. It was purchased in 1955 by the Mental Health Authority as a respite residence for disabled people and 
so has historical associations to Whitehall as well. 
 
The Oriental Palace,18-24 Ocean Beach Road, Sorrento built in 1888 was a family style guesthouse strategically located opposite 
Coppin's Continental Hotel. The building has some similarities even though it is a Late Victorian design, it has two storeys, 
limestone walls and ornate verandah decoration. It's later conversion to ground floor shops and second floor offices has impacted 
its integrity. 
 
Sorrento Hotel, 5-7 Hotham Road, Sorrento (1872-1920) is a Late Victorian resort style hotel and the first hotel to be constructed in 
Sorrento. It is possibly the very first building to be constructed of local limestone with brick quoining. Later additions of 
accommodation wings were constructed of all-limestone construction. The elegant style using bay windows, double height 
verandahs to increase sea views and elegant styling are all repeated in later lodging houses and hotels. 
 

 
Photo sourced from Real Estate.com, 2015 
 
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: 
Limestone and brick walls, timber verandah valance and balustrade, gable roof over entrance and timber windows, arrangement of 
curved drive.   
 
Changes to the fabric:    
Removal of paint from surface of limestone, change in paint colour scheme to a more period scheme. Front door should be 
replaced with a more sympathetic style and size of door. Reinstate the lattice screen in the central roof portico. 
 
Garden and landscape:    
The original arrangement of gravel garden paths should be reinstated at the front, the simple front fence retained and curved 
driveway retained.   
 
Schedule: 

External Paint Controls No 
Internal Alteration Controls No 
Tree Controls No 



Fences and Outbuildings No 
Prohibited uses Yes 
Incorporated plan - 
Aboriginal Heritage Place No 

 


