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PIRRA HOMESTEAD

Location:
108 WINDERMERE ROAD LARA, GREATER GEELONG CITY

Heritage Status / Level of Significance:
Registered
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Listing Authority: VHR
Heritage Overlay Number: HO279

Statement of Significance:
What is Significant?

Pirra Homestead, 110 Windermere Road, Lara, is significant for its highly unusual historical buildings
constructed in the 19th and early 20th centuries and for its remnant 19th century homestead setting with a
private cricket ground. The significant buildings include the two storey mansion house (Building 1) and single
storey early homestead (Building 2) of the 19th century pastoral era during the Fairbairn family ownership. The
single storey former Inebriates’ Dormitory (Building 3) and the single storey former Inebriates' Laundry
(Building 4) represent the period between 1907 and 1930 when the property was the Lara Inebriates'
Institution, a Government sanatorium for the treatment of Inebriates. Combined however, these buildings are
not significant as a specific collection of 19th century homestead buildings, for they relate to different uses and
functions over time. The remnant homestead setting includes the cricket ground to the north of the mansion
house, tennis court and mature pine and other trees. Significant remnant 19th century infrastructure includes
the two underground water tanks to the south of the two storey mansion house.

Pirra Homestead was established by George Fairbairn (senior), an eminent 19th century pastoralist. With his
sons (particularly George junior), Fairbairn developed Pirra into a sheep stud in the second half of the 19th
century.

The mansion house (Building 1) represents the Fairbairn family's third homestead at Pirra and was built in
1880-82 to a distinctive Victorian Eclectic design by the prolific architectural firm of Alexander Davidson and
Company. Its broad hipped roof form with two projecting bay windows, brick walls relieved with limestone
quoins, two storey return cast iron verandah and balcony is largely intact. However, the significance of the
mansion house is predominantly found in the French mediaeval external and internal decoration that Davidson
had reinterpreted from the writings of the 19th century French architect, Viollet-Le-Duc.

The single storey early homestead (Building 2) reflects the evolution and development of the Pirra property in
the late 1860s. It has significance as a predominantly externally intact example of a Victorian styled
homestead, with its hipped roof forms, return skillion verandah, stuccoed bluestone walls and bold quoining.

The Federation styled former Inebriates? Dormitory building (Building 3) and interwar styled former Inebriates'
Laundry building (Building 4) are a legacy of the developments at Pirra after the property was sold to the Lara
Inebriates' Institution in 1907. The Dormitory building was constructed in 1907 to a design by the Public Works
Department, who also designed and built a Laundry in 1927. These two buildings are individually significant as
a reflection of the developments between 1907 and 1930 by the Inebriates' Institution.

How is it Significant?

The two storey mansion house, single storey early homestead, and highly unusual remnant setting (cricket
ground, tennis courts and surrounding trees) at Pirra are historically, aesthetically, and architecturally
significant to the State of Victoria.

The former Lara Inebriates' Dormitory building and former Inebriates' Laundry building are architecturally
significant at a LOCAL level, to the City of Greater Geelong.

Why is it Significant?

Pirra Homestead is historically significant at a STATE level for its associations with the Fairbairn family, early
and prominent pastoralists, from 1863 until 1907 (Criteria A). The 637 acres of the original Pirra landholdings
(together with an additional 602 acres nearby) were sold to George Fairbairn (senior) in 1863 and the property
was named Windermere. He appears to have built an initial single storey homestead (subsequently
demolished), before the construction of the extant single storey early homestead in ¢.1869 and the mansion
house in 1880-82. With his son, George Fairbairn junior as owner, the Pirra farm complex was developed into a
prosperous Merino and Shropshire sheep stud. As the rural residence of the Fairbairn family, the property
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played host to many social gatherings, including cricket matches with the locals from Lara. Several outbuildings
were constructed during the Fairbairn era (all demolished). A 70-acre reservoir was also built to service the
vast grazing lands and homestead, and it is now an important wildlife sanctuary. George Fairbairn senior was
one of Australia?s largest landholders in the 19th century, occupying millions of acres in Victoria, New South
Wales and Queensland. However, it was especially after Sir George Fairbairn junior acquired the property
when the success of the sheep stud was realised. Sir George Fairbairn was a member of the Victorian
Legislate Assembly from 1903 and in 1906 he won the Fawkner seat in the Federal House. During this period,
the Pirra property was known as Lara homestead.

The two storey mansion house (Building 1) at Pirra Homestead has historical significance for its associations
with the architectural firm of Alexander Davidson and Company. Alexander Davidson was a prolific architect
and in practice as Davidson and Henderson designed many idiosyncratic and substantial Western District
homesteads, including Barwon Park, Winchelsea; Narrapumelap, Wickliffe; and later Avalon near Lara. Like
Pirra, these and other buildings by Davidson reflected his reinterpretation of High Victorian eclecticism and
French medievalism espoused in the writings of the French architect, Viollet-Le-Duc. Pirra is regarded as one
of Davidson?s most distinctive homestead designs.

Pirra Homestead is also historically significant at a STATE level for its associations with the Lara Inebriates'
Institution between 1907 and 1930 (Criteria A, B, G). This Government owned and operated sanatorium was a
place for the control and treatment of inebriates, and is the only known surviving place of its kind in Victoria.

Pirra also has historical significance for its associations with: the McDonald family who continued to farm the
remaining Pirra land from 1938 until 1948 and leased the former Inebriates’ Dormitory to the States Tobacco
Company (which employed 30 women) between 1946 and 1948; Mendelsohn family from 1948 who renamed
the property ?Serendip? and established a commercial almond orchard, Serendip Sanctuary at the reservoir
and leased the former Inebriates’ Dormitory (Building 3) to the Pelaco factory from 1948 to 1958; Social
Welfare Department that established the Pirra Girls? Home in 1961 on 14 acres in the main buildings, with the
outlying 622 acres (including the reservoir) being taken over by the Department of Fisheries and Wildlife; and
with Rex Keogh and Geoff D'Ombrain of the Pirra Arts Centre from 1983 which established a home for artists
and in more recent years with Rex Keogh who has provided special accommodation for a limited number of
disabled persons.

Pirra Homestead is aesthetically significant at a STATE level (Criteria B, D, E). The aesthetic significance of the
property relies on its unusual northern landscape, with its grassed cricket ground and perimeter pine trees
framing views to the You Yangs. The tennis courts and surrounding trees to the east also contribute to the
aesthetic significance of the place. However, the existing garden beds, perimeter plantings, fences and later
garden features do not share in the aesthetic significance of the place.

The mansion house at Pirra Homestead is architecturally significant at a STATE level (Criteria B, D, E). It
represents a most unusual and important Victorian Eclectic design, with highly original French mediaeval
decoration about the exterior door case and the interior plaster detailing and timber joinery, reflecting
Alexander Davidson's reinterpretation of the writings and drawings by the French architect, Viollet-Le-Duc.

The single storey early homestead (Building 2) at Pirra Homestead is architecturally significant at a STATE
level (Criteria D, E). Although extensively altered at the time of the construction of the two storey mansion
house (Building 1) to match its external decoration, the standard Victorian styled homestead (Building 2) is
however a physical legacy of the fledgling developmental years of Pirra under the ownership of the Fairbairn
family in the 1860s.

The former Inebriates’ Dormitory and Laundry buildings (Buildings 3-4) at Pirra Homestead are architecturally
significant at a LOCAL level. (Criteria D, E). They demonstrate original Federation and interwar styled design
qualities respectively, and contribute to an understanding of the development of the Pirra complex during the
occupation of the Lara Inebriates' Institution.

The underground water tanks at Pirra Homestead are scientifically significant at a LOCAL level (Criterion C).
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This infrastructure represents 19th century infrastructure and technology no longer practiced.

Pirra Homestead is of social importance at a LOCAL level (Criterion G). It is recognised and valued by different
sections of the Lara and wider communities for the varying functions of the property in the 19th and 20th

centuries as a prosperous sheep stud, and later an Inebriates' Institution and Girls' Home.

[Source: Dr David Rowe: Authentic Heritage Services Pty Ltd. Pirra Homestead, 110 Windermere Road, Lara:

Conservation Management Plan, 2002.]
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