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Statement of Significance: 
 
What is significant?  
Sorrento Foreshore, as defined in this citation, is the landscaped area between the Sorrento pier and the former Sea Baths 
tearoom and known locally as the Sorrento foreshore. The foreshore contains an historic bandstand built in 1902-3, a granite war 
memorial from 1921, a line of Norfolk Island pines planted in the early twentieth century, in an informal beachside landscape which 
includes a paved sea wall, walking trail and areas of grass maintained by the Council. 
 
The mature trees and the beachfront setting contribute to the significance of the place. 
 
How is it significant? 
The area between the Sorrento pier and the former Sea Baths tearoom, known as the Sorrento foreshore, is of local historical, 
social and aesthetic significance to the Mornington Peninsula Shire. 
 
Why is it significant? 
 
 
The area between the Sorrento pier and the former Sea Baths tearoom, known as the Sorrento foreshore is historically significant 
for its association with early tourist developments in Sorrento in the 1870s and the development of facilities for tourists by George 
Coppin and the local community. It is one of only a few historic foreshore areas surviving in Mornington Peninsula which is largely 
intact. (Criterion A & B) 
 
The landscape retains a number of its original features; the bandstand, war memorial and landscaping. The retention of the 
formally arranged space with mature Norfolk Island Pines on a prominent site in Sorrento, enhances its significance. (Criterion D) 
 
The foreshore was first designed and managed by a community committee for the benefit of tourists and residents and has been in 
constant use by both visitors and community members since the 1870s. It is significant as a place of memorial, celebration and 
public gatherings. (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: 
 
The Thematic History has a detailed section on the history of sea bathing on the Peninsula which provides context to the history of 
the development of the Sorrento foreshore. Among the mainstream early Peninsula beach resorts, Portsea, Sorrento and 
Mornington were popular seaside holiday locations from the 1870s, all with public sea baths. However, intensive use of the beach 



and foreshore areas at the more distant Balnarring, Somers, Merricks and Point Leo did not become popular for visitors to the 
region until at least the second decade of the twentieth century.  
 
One popular beach amenity featured in publicity for the Shire over many decades was the sea baths. Public sea baths were 
developed at Portsea (1870), Sorrento (1876) and Shire Hall Beach, Mornington (from late 1870s). The Sorrento baths are marked 
on the Nepean parish plan as built on a jetty as an extension of Coppin St (still a small jetty there today): early images show a 
small structure at the end of a timber jetty. Another public baths site in Mornington was located at Mothers Beach at the end of 
Main Street. [Butler & Context, 2012:159] 
 
Apart from facilities provided by the boarding houses and resort hotels, some recreational structures were built on public land in the 
Victorian and Edwardian eras. Among the early examples were the sea baths that allowed for enclosed bathing prior to the 
popularity of open sea bathing at Portsea, Mornington and Sorrento. The Sorrento kiosk and tearooms on the foreshore, was once 
connected to Coppin's popular sea baths.[ Butler & Context, 2012:162] 
 
Coppin was very active in tourism related development and built the kiosk at the Back Beach as well as the steam tramway and the 
Continental Hotel. The Back Beach Kiosk and the Tramway no longer exist. It appears that the original structure on this site 
consisted of two dining platforms and a fenced enclosure creating what was titled the Rustic Retreat. This was connected via a cat 
walk to two parallel sheds which functioned as changing cubicles and another shed which was attached to a board walk leading to 
the baths. A small building attached to the kiosk and used for hot baths around the 1930s is recalled by several local residents. 
The tearooms were owned and operated by the Erlandsen family from 1936 to 1945. [Context 1992, 1997:203]  
 
The Bandstand was built in 1902-3 by William Joseph Croad who was a foundational member of the Sorrento Recreational 
Reserve and the Foreshore Park. Funds to build the bandstand were raised jointly by the Shire Council and the Sorrento Brass 
Band. It was used for a New Year's Eve performance and finally completed on February 21, 1903. It has been removed from its 
original site to a position further east along the foreshore. [Butler & Context, 2012:140]  
 
The granite Sorrento War Memorial or obelisk was dedicated on the 11 December 1921. According to the Monument Australia 
website, the memorial was designed by G. Dawe of Carlton. The monument reads "Erected to the honour of the men who served 
in the Great War 1914-1918, 1939-1945." [http://monumentaustralia.org.au/themes/conflict/multiple/display/33441-sorrento-war-
memorial/ ] 
 

 
View from Sorrento Hotel, J.W. Lindt, 1845-1926, photographer, [album compiled during visit to Australia ca. 1880-1892]. Source, 
State Library of Victoria 
 



 
Charles Daniel Pratt 1892-1968 photographer [ca 1925-1940]. Source State Library of Victoria 
 
The Pratt and Lindt photos above indicates that the foreshore area was laid out sometime in the twentieth century, possibly at the 
same time as the bandstand was constructed. The photo is interesting as it shows a landscape that is less about the water and 
beach and more about garden and grass. It shows regular placement of seating, on a grassed area, the beginnings of irregular tree 
planting along the roadway and ornamental gardens adjacent to the pier car park. A timber sea-wall at high water mark separates 
water, sand and grassed areas, and would have restricted the use of the foreshore for bathing. The very long jetty attached to the 
tearooms led to the sea baths, located a long way from shore with a fully enclosed bathing area. This formalisation and 
privatisation of bathing is demonstrated by the landscape design. 
 
The formal arrangement has now been less formalised with sand and grass melding into each other and a more welcoming, beach 
feel to the space. Bathing is enabled with the removal of the sea wall and reclamation of the foreshore has possibly occurred with 
some areas at the western end appearing a lot wider than in the first photo taken by Lindt in the 1880s, above.  
 
The foreshore now presents as an informal family friendly beach area with picnic facilities rather than a formal designed landscape. 
 
Thematic Context: (Graeme Butler, 2008 and Context Pty Ltd, 2012)  
Theme 10: Developing the Peninsula's Cultural Life 
Theme 10.2: Developing public parks and gardens 
Theme 11: Becoming Melbourne's Playground 
Theme11.1: Going to the beach 
Theme11.1.2: Developing beach and foreshore amenities 
 
Sources: 
 
State Library 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 
Helen Lardner Conservation Design Pty Ltd, 2015, Ocean Beach Road Commercial Precinct Sorrento Heritage Policy, Cultural 
Significance Report  
 
Description: 
 
The Sorrento foreshore is an open landscaped reserve between the waters of the Bay and Point Nepean Road. It extends from the 
Sorrento Pier to the former Sea Baths tearooms. The landscape is a designed space with Federation era elements and some 
newer introductions which are not in sympathy with the historic design. 
 
The area is grassed, has a narrow strip of sand between the water and the grass, has 13 Norfolk Island pines of varying ages and 
sizes, along Point Nepean Road. The foreshore contains picnic tables, a raised masonry breakwater, an ablutions block near the 
jetty, the ANZAC cenotaph, the Bay Trail walking track and an area for storing tenders and seating. 



 
The area caters for large numbers of tourists in summer who are waiting to embark or disembark from the Sorrento-Queenscliff 
Ferry.  
 
The Sorrento bandstand is the only historic structure on the foreshore. The bandstand is a Federation style octagonal white and 
green pavilion with open sides, raised floor with steps and balustrade in timber. The roof is in corrugated iron. The structure was 
built in 1902 and rebuilt a number of times since, with a significant rebuild in 1997 which is commemorated with a plaque on the 
south side of the structure.   
 
The Sorrento War Memorial or cenotaph is a grey granite obelisk on a basalt base and concrete plinth and has a cruciform 
concrete setting with small bollards and garden bedding on three sides. 
 
The Baths Restaurant on the site of the former Sea Baths tearooms is a new building attached to a short wooden jetty, and is not 
included in this citation. 
 
Comparative places: 
 
Mornington Foreshore is a beachside reserve owned by Council that was improved by the Mornington Progress Association and 
other citizen groups to beautify and protect open public space. At Mornington there was an effort to use indigenous vegetation 
rather than European trees and this is a point of different of the Sorrento foreshore which is formal and lacking the beachside 
vegetation of other foreshores.  
 
The hotel owner of Schnapper Point Hotel pushed for a fenced reserve opposite his hotel and in 1874 10 acres were reserved or 
public purposes. Similar to Sorrento it was used for musical concerts, picnics and beachside recreation as well as formal and 
informal sea bathing.  
 
Other foreshore reserves at Rosebud, Rye and Dromana mix bathing boxes, life-saving clubs and other infrastructure with lawn 
areas, sand and sea bathing and are on a scale much larger than Sorrento and less formal.  
  

 
ANZAC memorial, Sorrento Foreshore, Source heritage ALLIANCE 2018 
 



 
Sorrento bandstand,1902, Source heritage ALLIANCE 2018 
 
Recommendations: 
Recommended for inclusion in the Heritage Overlay as shown on the map below. 

 
 
Significant elements or design features: 
Bandstand, obelisk, Norfolk Island Pines, but not the sea wall paving at the western end. 
 
Garden and landscape: 
The open but formal arrangement of the foreshore should be retained to reflect the Federation era design. The Norfolk Island Pines 
are an important landscape element. 
 
Schedule: 

External Paint Controls No 
Internal Alteration Controls No 
Tree Controls Yes (Norfolk Island Pines) 
Fences and Outbuildings No 
Prohibited uses No 
Incorporated plan - 
Aboriginal Heritage Place No 

 


