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Executive Director recommendation 
Under Part 3, Division 3 of the Heritage Act 2017 (‘the Act’) I recommend to the Heritage Council of Victoria that the 
Portland Lifeboat, Portland Maritime Discovery Centre, Lee Breakwater Road, Portland, should be included in the 
Victorian Heritage Register (VHR) in the category of registered object. 
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Executive Director recommendation to the Heritage 
Council of Victoria 

The Executive Director, Heritage Victoria (‘Executive Director’), recommends that the Heritage Council include the 

Portland Lifeboat at the Portland Maritime Discovery Centre, Lee Breakwater Road, Portland, in the VHR in 

accordance with section 49 of the Act by determining:  

 

• That the Portland Lifeboat is of State-level cultural heritage significance and should be included in the 

VHR in the category of registered object in accordance with section 49(1)(a) of the Act. 

• That the proposed categories of works or activities which may be carried out in relation to the Portland 

Lifeboat for which a permit under the Act is not required will not harm the cultural heritage significance of 

the object under section 49 (3) of the Act.  
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The process from here 

1. The Heritage Council publishes the Executive Director’s recommendation (section 41) 

The Heritage Council will publish the Executive Director’s recommendation on its website for a period of 60 days. 

2. Making a submission to the Heritage Council (sections 44 and 45) 

Within the 60 day publication period, any person or body with a real and substantial interest in the place or object 

can make a submission to the Heritage Council. This submission can support the recommendation, or object to the 

recommendation and a hearing can be requested in relation to the submission. Information about making a 

submission and submission forms are available on the Heritage Council’s website: 

https://heritagecouncil.vic.gov.au/registrations-reviews/executive-director-recommendations/ 

3. Heritage Council determination (sections 46 and 49) 

The Heritage Council is an independent statutory body. It is responsible for making the final determination to 
include or not include the place or object in the VHR, or amend a place or object already in the VHR.  

If no submissions are received the Heritage Council must make a determination within 40 days of the publication 
closing date. 

If submissions are received, the Heritage Council may decide to hold a hearing in relation to the submission. If a 
hearing does take place, the Heritage Council must make a determination within 90 days after the completion of 
the hearing.  

4. Obligations of owners of places and objects (sections 42 and 43)  

The owner of a place or object which is the subject of a recommendation to the Heritage Council has certain 

obligations under the Act. These relate to advising the Executive Director in writing of any works or activities that 

are being carried out, proposed or planned for the place or object.  

The owner also has an obligation to provide a copy of this statement of recommendation to any potential 

purchasers of the place or object before entering into a contract. 

5. Further information 

The relevant sections of the Act are provided at Appendix 1. 

 
  

https://heritagecouncil.vic.gov.au/registrations-reviews/executive-director-recommendations/


Statement of recommendation from the 
Executive Director Heritage Victoria, to 

the Heritage Council of Victoria 

 

Portland Lifeboat 

VHR No: PROV VHR H2430 

Hermes No: 3741 

 

4 

  

Description 

The following is a description of the Portland Lifeboat at the time of the site inspection by Heritage Victoria in July 

2022 

The Portland Lifeboat is a double ended, pulling (propelled by oars), self-righting, timber lifeboat. It is a local 

modification of the design prepared for the English Royal National Lifeboat Institution (RNLI) by James Peake. Hulls 

of RNLI lifeboats were flat to allow them to be carried on carriages. This design was modified by the builder of the 

Portland Lifeboat to create a 47/8 inch rocker - a curve in the bottom of the hull so that the centre is slightly lower (47/8 

inch) than the ends. This gave it better handling and turning characteristics. The hull has an iron keel.  

The imperial measurements of the boat are 30 ft long (25ft. 6 inches at the keel), 7 ft 6 inches beam, 1 ft 5 inches 

draft and it has a displacement of four tons when fully loaded including passengers, equipment, stores etc., (National 

Trust Classification Report). It could carry up to ten oarsmen, other crew and up to twenty-four survivors. It is currently 

painted blue and white.  

The double, U-shaped hull is made from Kauri planks with blue gum horizontal stringers. Externally, the planks are 

laid vertically on the starboard (right) and diagonally on the port (left) sides. This pattern is reversed on the interior 

layer of the hull. This makes a very strong and lightweight hull which remains watertight even when out of the water 

for long periods. The hull was also wider and fuller overall so that the boat sat lower in the water. Jute paper was 

used between the inner and outer hull planking to increase water resistance. The planks were caulked with white 

lead (linseed oil and white pigments). 

The canvas covered timber bow and stern (ends) air cases (air filled buoyancy tanks) are tightly sealed with Kauri 

pine resin, with two small threaded sockets for “aeration” when “resting”. The remainder of the hull is fitted with air 

chambers1 unlike the RNLI lifeboat which also had cork blocks in its hull. The high whalebacks (convex cork slabs 

covered with canvas) at the bow and stern were added in 1900 to increase the self-righting properties when under 

sail. These have been packed on top of the original air cases. 

The boat has an Oregon rowing deck containing six 'Well's' patent lifeboat valves. Unlike the RNLI boats, the deck 

slopes towards the middle to allow better drainage. Other timbers used included blue gum and she oak. Caulking 

between deck timbers was done with white lead and kauri pine pitch. The boat has copper fastenings and iron fittings 

and components. The lifeboat was initially steered with sweep (steering) oars. The kauri rudder and iron mast 

partners (holders) are also1 899 additions so that the lifeboat could also be propelled by sail.  

 

  

2022 Port side, diagonal hull planking 2022, Starboard side, vertical hull planking 

 

 
1 When the Port Fairy Lifeboat was dismantled it was found that there was no cork present, only aircases. (Syme, Personal communication, 2022) 
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1857, Drawings of the Life-Boats and Life-Boat 
Carriages Adopted By the Royal National Life-Boat 

Institution. Source: (Royal National Lifeboat 
Institution, 1856) 

1852, Peak Lifeboat. Source: (Royal National Lifeboat Institution, 1900) 

2001, 

Components 

of a pulling 

lifeboat, 

(Syme, 

Lifeboats for 

Victoria. The 

story of 

lifeboats and 

their crews in 

Victoria 

1856-1979., 

2001) 
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1999, Port Fairy Lifeboat, drawing by Gary Stewart. The Portland Lifeboat is the same. (Syme, Lifeboats for Victoria. The story of 
lifeboats and their crews in Victoria 1856-1979., 2001) 



Statement of recommendation from the 
Executive Director Heritage Victoria, to 

the Heritage Council of Victoria 

Portland Lifeboat 

VHR No: PROV VHR H2430 

Hermes No: 3741 

 

7 

  

 

Ca. 1861, Model of an RNLI lifeboat on a carriage including oars and 

rescue equipment. National Maritime Museum, Greenwich. ID SLR2509 

 

2022, Towing bollard 

 

1888, Port Fairy Lifeboat showing steering oars, 

(Syme, Lifeboats for Victoria. The story of lifeboats 

and their crews in Victoria 1856-1979., 2001) 

  

2022, Rudder (ca. 1900) 2022, Quarter posts 

  

2022, Interior 2022, Wells Patent Lifeboat valves 
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History 

Self-righting lifeboat design  

The National Institution for the Preservation of Lives and Property from Shipwreck was founded in the United Kingdom 

in 1824. It became the Royal National Lifeboat Institution (RNLI) in 1854. As well as running rescue services, the 

organisation also developed shipwreck lifesaving equipment. For example, the cork life preservers they developed 

in 1854 remained in use until the 1900s. In 1851 the organisation’s president the Duke of Northumberland offered a 

prize of 100 guineas to design a new lifeboat which was required to have the following attributes: 

“1. Extra buoyancy 

2. Self-relief of water 

3. Ballasting 

4. Self-righting 

5. Stability 

6. Speed 

7. Stowage-room 

8. Strength of build” 

Initially a design by James Beeching was selected. The RNLI then had this design modified by James Peake, 

Assistant-Master-Shipwright in H.M. Dockyard at Woolwich and in 1852 adopted this design. The design was 

published in the October 1856 Journal of the National Life-Boat Institution. Measured drawings of the adopted lifeboat 

design were commissioned by the RNLI in 1857 and were sent to the five colonial governors of Australia. These 

drawings arrived in Melbourne in February 1858. 

Victorian lifeboat service 

The Chief Harbour Master of Victoria, Captain Charles Ferguson (ca.1813-1868), was appointed in 1852. A 

whaleboat at Port Phillip Heads was initially used as a lifeboat. Ferguson began to develop a lifeboat service probably 

because shipping numbers were increasing rapidly at the time as were shipwrecks. The service established was 

operated by volunteers and funded by the Department of Trade and Customs which had responsibility for Ports and 

Harbours. The department provided the boats, equipment and procedures. This equipment included life jackets, 

comprehensive rescue equipment and rocket apparatus. Rockets were an essential part of lifeboat operations being 

used both to call crews to assemble in an emergency and to shoot ropes from the lifeboat to the shipwreck survivors 

during a rescue. Therefore, lifeboat operations required both a lifeboat shed, and a rocket shed. Lifeboat sheds were 

typically located near the water and made of timber, while rocket sheds were made of masonry in order to keep the 

gunpowder dry. Most English lifeboats required carriages to drag them to the sea across wide tidal flats. Carriages 

were generally not required in Victoria and lifeboats were usually launched directly into the water. 

The first Victorian lifeboats 

Ferguson could have ordered RNLI lifeboats constructed in the United Kingdom, but these would have taken some 

time to arrive, and instead he appears to have commissioned them locally. The October 1856 RNLI Journal including 

a description and sketches of the Peake lifeboat had arrived in Melbourne in early 1857, and Ferguson appears to 

have immediately commissioned a prototype lifeboat based on these and perhaps on the experience of the 

shipwright. The prototype lifeboat was sent to Port Fairy and successfully tested by the harbour master, Captain 

Mills. This lifeboat remained in Port Fairy and was named Port Fairy.  

A tender for four more lifeboats was advertised in December 1857. The tender shows that all the lifeboats were to 

be constructed at the government shipyard in Williamstown where the first government jetty was also located. The 

government supplied the materials. The RNLI measured drawings arrived in Melbourne in early 1858 but it appears 

that construction of the second lifeboat to the same design as the first had already started, perhaps before or very 

soon after the tender was advertised. The shipbuilder developed a number of creative modifications to make the first 

two lifeboats more suitable for Victorian conditions.  

The results of the Tender were not announced, and while there were at least thirteen other shipbuilders operating in 

the Melbourne at the time, it is thought most likely that at least the prototype and second lifeboats, were designed 

and built by young shipbuilder William White (1826-1901) who had emigrated to Australia in the early 1850s.2 He 

 

 
2 (Syme, The Puzzle of Port Fairy, 2001) 



Statement of recommendation from the 
Executive Director Heritage Victoria, to 

the Heritage Council of Victoria 

 

Portland Lifeboat 

VHR No: PROV VHR H2430 

Hermes No: 3741 

 

9 

  

was part of the famous shipbuilding family, J. S. White which was based in Cowes in the United Kingdom. This firm 

had built lifeboats for the RNLI. It is likely that White would have been familiar with the RNLI designs; and would have 

had the experience to undertake the complex double-hulled construction (unlike most Australian ship builders of the 

time). However, there is no documentary evidence of this.   

Ferguson is documented to have received the RNLI measured drawings3 and the third, fourth and fifth lifeboats 

constructed in 1858 and 1859 appear to have been direct copies of the RNLI design. It is not known why the improved 

design was not used for these three lifeboats, but it has been suggested that it was driven by Ferguson’s need to 

make lifeboats available as soon as possible. White's brother, George and four other ship builders had arrived from 

England in early 19584 and are likely to have quickly built the remaining three lifeboats. By 1859, William and George 

had set up W. & G. White, Shipwrights and Boatbuilders in Williamstown5 

The second lifeboat modified from the RNLI design became the Portland, while the other three standard RNLI design 

boats were sent to and named for Queenscliffe (initially located at Point Lonsdale), Warrnambool and Port Albert. All 

five lifeboats all remained in service for ca. 50 years. 

Portland lifeboat 

The Governor of Victoria, Sir Henry Barkly (1815–1898), was on the HMCS Victoria which delivered the lifeboat from 
Williamstown to Portland on 14 September 1858.6 The lifeboat was accompanied by life preservers. The Portland 
Harbour Master, Captain James Fawthrop (1804-1878) was in charge of the lifeboat service in Portland. Fawthrop 
had been a captain on several Henty ships and was appointed harbour master in 1853. He began to assemble a 
volunteer crew who were paid for quarterly practice sessions. The crew’s first practice was on 21 July 1859 under 
the direction of Captain Fawthrop. Paid lifeboat drills were an important source of income for fishermen in the winter 
months and being members of the lifeboat crew gave them prestige in the community.7 

The lifeboat was initially kept in the Harbour Master’s boat house. The first lifeboat shed was supplied by the Public 
Works Department in 1862 and was one of four supplied to the other areas where lifeboats were in use. The shed 
was installed on the main Portland Pier (now demolished) and was partially cantilevered over the water. This was to 
allow the lifeboat to be launched as rapidly as possible. The lifeboat was hung on davits within the shed. This building 
was demolished in 1972. An earlier Rocket Shed constructed in 1860 was replaced in 1886 by a bluestone building 
located on Cliff Street, some distance away from the lifeboat shed. The government also supplied the rocket 
equipment. In 1900 the Portland Lifeboat was sent to Melbourne for a major refurbishment, and it was withdrawn 
from service in 1915. A new lifeboat was acquired which had two high ridges on the stern air case. 

Between 1859 and 1872 the Portland Lifeboat was called to six wrecks (including the Admella), including two hoaxes. 
It was not called out after this time, however the crew continued to practice. The lifeboats at Port Albert, Port Fairy 
and Warrnambool were also called out infrequently. The Queenscliff Lifeboat attended over seventy calls between 
1856 and 1974, and also participated in the search for Harold Holt. The regional lifeboat stations were less busy than 
those closer to Melbourne, but the presence of the lifeboats gave confidence both to commerce and the community.  

SS Admella shipwreck rescue 

The SS Admella was a popular passenger and cargo steamship. While travelling between Adelaide and Melbourne, 

on 6 August 1859 the Admella struck a submerged reef off Cape Banks near Carpenter Rocks, in South Australia 

and quickly broke up leaving survivors clinging to the wreck. Two of the seamen eventually reached the shore and 

walked to the nearest lighthouse at Cape Northumberland over 30km away. There was no telegraph at the lighthouse 

and the lighthouse keeper had to walk to a nearby farm to borrow a horse to ride to Mount Gambier and raise the 

alarm. The shipwreck and survivors could be seen from the shore, but the surf was too rough to reach them from 

land. South Australia did not have any lifeboats but sent the Corio from Adelaide.   

 

 
3 (Whiting, 2022)  

4 (Syme, The Puzzle of Port Fairy, 2001) p.21 

5 (Williamstown Chronicle, 1859) 

6 (The Argus, 1858) 

7 (Duncan & Gibbs, 2020) 
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The Victorian Premier, John O'Shanassy, initially refused assistance perhaps for reasons of cost and because the 

Admella was in South Australian not Victorian waters. This meant that the Portland lifeboat together with a Henty 

whale boat finally arrived at the site more than a week after the wreck. Both vessels were towed to the scene by the 

Henty ship Lady Bird. The other small boats available were the Corio’s lifeboat and the Admella’s lifeboat (found and 

crewed by others). All these made unsuccessful attempts to rescue the survivors who by then were in a desperate 

state, exposed to the waves with no food or water. However, the seas were too rough and almost swamped the 

rescue boats. People on shore could see survivors dying while rescue attempts continued to fail. 

After several attempts including unsuccessful use of the rocket equipment on the lifeboat, on 14 August 1859 the 

whaleboat rescued three survivors and the Portland Lifeboat lead by Captain Fawthrop rescued the remaining 

nineteen. Another survivor on Corio’s lifeboat died when it capsized near the shore. Of the one hundred and thirteen 

people on board, eighty-nine died. The self-righting abilities and large passenger capacity of the Portland lifeboat 

were clearly essential in the rescue of the largest number survivors from this tragic event. 

Commemorating and memorialising  

The wreck of the Admella, the tragic loss of life and the valiant rescue attempts, were a major event for Victoria with 
newspapers reports of every detail generating intense public interest. The “Admella Relief and Reward Fund” was 
formed, and the public contributed in Portland, Melbourne and other towns in Victoria. Ca.£8.000 was raised in 
Victoria, and this was used for: 

• Gold, silver and bronze medals awarded by Victorian Colonists to the rescuers. These were designed and 
engraved by DeGruchy and Leigh and cast by the Royal Mint in Sydney.  

• Financial compensation and rewards for the survivors and rescuers respectively. 

• A large marble plaque which was initially installed at the Custom’s House in Melbourne. This was later 
moved to the Melbourne Sailors' Home at Siddley Street, West Melbourne and was then moved to Portland 
when the Sailors' Home was demolished in the 1960s.  

In addition, the United Kingdom Board of Trade, awarded its own silver and bronze medals to the rescuers. The 
survivors also received medals from the United Kingdom. A number of artists produced paintings and prints of the 
event, and Adam Lindsay Gordon and others wrote poems. 
 
While all the other lifeboats from the same era were scrapped or re-purposed, when the Portland Lifeboat was retired 
from service, it was placed in the Portland Botanic Gardens with a commemorative bronze plaque. The gardens 
were also known as the “Lifeboat Gardens” and the lifeboat was known as the “Admella Lifeboat”. In 1929 a 
protective shelter was placed over the lifeboat. The Portland Borough Council first tried to get the 1860 marble 
Admella plaque moved from Melbourne to Portland in 1901. Finally, in the 1960s, surviving parts of the marble 
plaque were placed into the shelter. In 1990 the lifeboat was moved to a shed for restoration by the Portland Maritime 
Heritage Advisory Committee, and in ca.1998 it was moved to the Portland foreshore and craned into the oval gallery 
of the new Portland Maritime Discovery Centre. The lifeboat became an important and valued part of Portland’s 
history. The descendants of the original crew members still living in Portland appear to be proud of their ancestors’ 
roles in the Admella rescue.8 

 

 
8 (Jarratt, 1993) 
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1878, Extract from The Harbor and Town of Portland showing the lifeboat shed on the longer pier and the sea baths in the 
foreground. Sleap, F. A. engraver. Melbourne: Accession No : IAN20/02/78/29a. Source: SLV 

 

 

1863, Municipality of Portland Melbourne : Dept. of Crown Lands and Survey, showing distance between the lifeboat shed and the 
rocket shed. Source: SLNSW, Z/M3 825.61/1863/1 

←     Site of rocket shed constructed 1886 
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Pre-1900, Lifeboat shed with lifeboat suspended below it. Source: Glenelg Shire Council Cultural Collection 

  

Ca. 1880, William White, shipbuilder.  
Source: Williamstown Historical Society 

Ca.1890, Portland Lifeboat crew wearing cork life preservers. 
Source: History House, Portland  

 
 

2022, Portland Maritime Discovery Centre from above. Lifeboat is 
located in top oval section. Source: Google Earth 

Undated, Rocket Store, Portland. Source: Glenelg Shire 
Council 
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Ca.1910, The Lifeboat Portland c 1900 from old Photo in Possession of Portland Harbor Trust.  
Source: PROV.VPRS 8357/P0001/64, Photograph [023] 

 

Post 1900, Page from a scrapbook showing what appears to be the refurbished lifeboat (with the new whalebacks) in use.  
Source: Glenelg Shire Council Cultural Collection 
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1860, Wreck of the Admella, 1859 by Charles Hill. Source: Art Gallery of SA Accession number 0.1272 

 

 

1984 poster for the sesquicentennial celebration of the 
founding of Portland featuring the Admella shipwreck rescue. 
It is noted that Portland is not Victoria’s first permanent 
colonial settlement but this poster is expressive of the mood 
in the town at the time. 

 

 

1860, Silver Victorian Colonist’s medal - James 
Kean, Glenelg Shire Council Cultural Collection. 
Image: Australian Maritime Museums Council  
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2022, Admella marble plaque, central section and part of original edging at 

Portland Maritime Discovery Centre 

 

Ca. 1860, Portrait of Captain James Fawthrop 
wearing his gold medal. Source: Glenelg Shire 

Council Art Collection 

 

 

 

Ca.1930s-40s, Shelter and memorial plaque for the Portland Lifeboat in 
Portland Botanic Gardens. Source: Glenelg Shire Council  

2021, Admella Memorial Plaque from the Botanic 
Gardens now at Portland Maritime Discovery Centre 



Statement of recommendation from the 
Executive Director Heritage Victoria, to 

the Heritage Council of Victoria 

Portland Lifeboat 

VHR No: PROV VHR H2430 

Hermes No: 3741 

 

16 

  

  

 
Selected bibliography 
 

Duncan, B., & Gibbs, M. (2020). Shipwrecks and Communities: Responses to Shipping Mishaps in Victoria, 

Australia. IKUWA 6 Conference Proceedings , (pp. 546-557). Fremantle. 
Jarratt, B. (1993, April). Sprung plank or vital resource? Ports of Promise. Australian Maritime Museums 

Association. 

Royal National Lifeboat Institution. (1856, October 1). Lifeboats of the National Lifeboat Institution. The Lifeboat or 

Journal of the National Lifeboat Institution, II(22), 185-191. Retrieved November 9, 2022, from 

https://rnliarchive.blob.core.windows.net/media/1227/0236.pdf#page=18 

Royal National Lifeboat Institution. (1900, August 1). Sketch of the progress made in the construction of coast life-

boats 1785-1900. Journal of the National Lifeboat Institution, XVII(201), pp. 241-249. Retrieved November 

9, 2022, from https://rnliarchive.blob.core.windows.net/media/1209/0201.pdf 

Staples, M. (2010, March). Portland Lifeboat Conservation Management Plan. Unpublished. 

Syme, M. A. (2001). The Puzzle of Port Fairy. In M. A. Syme, Lifeboats for Victoria. The story of lifeboats and their 

crews in Victoria 1856-1979. Melbourne, VIC. 

Syme, M. A. (2022, November 11). Personal communication. Email. 

The Argus. (1858, September 16). His Excellency in the West. The Argus, p. 5. Retrieved from 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article7301131 

The Colonial Mining Journal, Railway and Share Gazette and Illustrated Record. (1860, July 5). THE "ADMELLA'' 

MEDALS. The Colonial Mining Journal, Railway and Share Gazette and Illustrated Record, pp. 180-181. 

War Shipping Administration, Training Organization. (1943). United States Maritime Service Training Manual, 

Preliminary Training. Retrieved from Historic Naval Ships Association: 

https://archive.hnsa.org/doc/merchant/prelim/part2.htm 

Whiting, H. (2022, February 9). Historical Lifeboat designs. Email. Manager, Heritage Archive and Research. Royal 

National Lifeboat Institution. 

Williamstown Chronicle. (1859, September 3). Advertising. Williamstown Chronicle, p. 1. 



Statement of recommendation from the 
Executive Director Heritage Victoria, to 

the Heritage Council of Victoria 

Portland Lifeboat 

VHR No: PROV VHR H2430 

Hermes No: 3741 

 

17 

  

Further information 
Relevant Authority Glenelg Shire Council 

Heritage Overlay There is no Heritage Overlay for this object. The building where the 
Portland Lifeboat is located is within HO289, Glenelg Planning 
Scheme - Portland Foreshore.  

Other Overlays There are no other overlays for this object 

Other Listings National Trust Listing B0986 – Portland Lifeboat 

Vessel Number: HV000273, Australian Register of Historic Vessels  

The Portland Maritime Discovery Centre is partially located on the 
delisted Heritage Inventory Site D7221-0196 – Former Seabaths 

Other Names Portland 

Admella Lifeboat 

Date of construction/creation 1857 

Designer and Maker Modified Royal National Lifeboat Institution design, Unknown 
boatbuilder 

Traditional Owner Information 

The Portland Lifeboat is located on the traditional land of the Gunditjamara People. The Gunditjamara People are 

represented by the Gunditj Mirring Traditional Owners Aboriginal Corporation. 

Victorian Aboriginal Heritage Register 

The Portland Lifeboat is currently housed at the Maritime Discovery Centre, which is within an area of cultural 

sensitivity. The lifeboat itself is not included in the Victorian Aboriginal Heritage Register 

Integrity  

The integrity of the Portland Lifeboat is excellent. The cultural heritage values of the Portland Lifeboat can be easily 

read in the extant fabric. It is still a very early double diagonal hulled pulling lifeboat with the same dimensions and 

very similar appearance as when built. It is no longer seaworthy and could not function as a marine craft. However, 

this is acceptable because the extensive interventions needed to make it seaworthy would have a negative impact 

on its intactness.  

The Portland Lifeboat has been regularly repainted throughout its life and it is unlikely that the current colour is 

original, noting that the Port Fairy Lifeboat has been repainted in original colours (July 2022).  

Intactness  

The intactness of the Portland Lifeboat is very good. No components have been replaced since 2010. (July 2022).  

• All the pulling oars, rowlocks and both steering oars are missing. The pair of steering oars currently displayed 

next to the lifeboat are thought to be from the second Portland Lifeboat.  

• Other components such as the tiller, lifeline and small metal components items are also missing. 

• All the specific Portland rescue and rocket equipment is missing. All the rocket equipment displayed in the 

Portland Rocket Store is from other places.  
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• Components would have been replaced during use and during the refurbishment of 1900, however these 

appear to have been ‘like for like’ repairs. 1900 modifications included the new cork and canvas ‘whalebacks’ 

(convex cork slabs covered in canvas), rudder, forward towing post and the removable mast partners.  

• While the lifeboat was in the Botanic Gardens (1916–1990) it is likely that small components may have been 

taken.  

The Conservation Management Plan (CMP) states: It is extremely rare for a vessel of this age to contain such a high 

proportion of original material, and to have been so little altered during its working life. The structure of Portland 

embodies the craftsmanship and materials employed … in 1858. Apart from (the 1900) additions, the bulk of the 

existing structure took part in the Admella rescue … The diagonally planked hull of Portland, while suffering minor 

damage on places, appears not to have been altered or even significantly repaired since it was constructed … in 

1858. (March 2010) 

Condition  

The condition of the Portland Lifeboat is good. Many small areas of damage and minor repairs were identified in the 

CMP and are still visible in 2022. A number of small ferrous components were removed, treated and stored prior to 

2010, these were not viewed in 2022. Small cracks in various components and a few minor structural issues with the 

hull were identified in 2010. It was not possible to review these.  

The approach to works done by the Portland Maritime Heritage Advisory Committee between 1990 and 1997 was 

conservative, and rebuilding was not done. This approach has greatly contributed to the retention of a large amount 

of significant original fabric.  

2010–2022 The damaged canvas of the whalebacks appears to have been repaired and painted since it was 

documented as being in poor condition in 2010. A small amount of painting was done in 2013. 

(July 2022) 

The CMP notes that: 

• 1916–1990. “Damage to the structure while on outdoor display was relatively minor”. While the lifeboat was 

in the Botanic Gardens the maintenance was likely undertaken by council employees. This would have 

included painting, small timber repairs and minor polyester resin repairs. 

• 1990–1997. Minimal conservation works were undertaken by the Portland Maritime Heritage Advisory 

Committee and mainly consisted of treatment of active corrosion, construction of an engineered timber 

support cradle and paint removal, only done where needed to determine extent of timber decay. The lifeboat 

was then relocated to the Portland Maritime Discovery Centre. 

• 1998-2010. A small amount of stabilisation was done by a qualified conservator in 2008.   

(March 2010) 

 

Note: The condition of a place or object does not influence the assessment of its cultural heritage significance. An 

object may be in very poor condition and still be of very high cultural heritage significance, or an object may be in 

excellent condition but be of low cultural heritage significance. 
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2022, Increased height of stern air case due to a cork 

whaleback added in 1900 refurbishment 

2022, 1900 forward towing post and removable sail master 

  

2022, Consolidated damaged timber and treated iron 

component 

2022, Possible evidence of timber decay 

  

2022, Damaged coated fabric or paper lining (perhaps the 

original jute based paper) 

2022, Remains of Portland name ribbon 
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Statutory requirements under section 40 

Terms of the recommendation (section 40 (3)(a)) 

The Executive Director recommends that the Portland Lifeboat is included in the VHR in the category of Registered 

Object.  

Information to identify the place or object (section 40(3)(b)) 

Name: Portland Lifeboat  

Address: Portland Maritime Discovery Centre, Lee Breakwater Road, Portland  

Proposed extent of registration 

The Executive Director recommends that the extent of registration for Portland Lifeboat be gazetted as: 

All of the object known as the Portland Lifeboat currently housed in the Portland Maritime Discovery Centre.  

Rationale for the extent of registration 

The recommended extent of registration includes the whole of the Portland Lifeboat located in the Portland Maritime 

Discovery Centre. The recommended extent of the registration is the same as the nominated extent of registration.  

It should be noted that everything included in the proposed extent of registration including all of the object known as 

the Portland Lifeboat currently located at the Portland Maritime Discovery Centre is proposed for inclusion in the 

VHR. A permit or permit exemption from Heritage Victoria is required for any works within the proposed extent of 

registration, apart from those identified in the categories of works or activities in this recommendation. 

The Cultural Heritage Collection held by the Shire of Glenelg includes objects relating to the Admella shipwreck 

including paintings, photographs, medals, plaques and other items which could be considered to be integral to the 

understanding of the cultural heritage significance of the Portland Lifeboat. However, it was found that: 

• There is no category in the Act for a registered object integral to a registered object.  

• The VHR may only contain objects integral to registered places, not objects integral to registered objects 
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Reasons for the recommendation, including an 
assessment of the State-level cultural heritage 
significance of the Portland Lifeboat (section 
40(3)(c)) 

Following is the Executive Director's assessment of the Portland Lifeboat against the tests set out in The Victorian 

Heritage Register Criteria and Thresholds Guidelines. A place or object must be found by the Heritage Council to 

meet Step 2 of at least one criterion to meet the State level threshold for inclusion in the VHR. 

CRITERION A: Importance to the course, or pattern, of Victoria’s cultural history.  

Step 1: Test for satisfying Criterion A  

The place/object has a CLEAR ASSOCIATION with an event, phase, period, process, function, movement, custom 

or way of life in Victoria’s cultural history. 

plus 

The association of the place/object to the event, phase, etc IS EVIDENT in the physical fabric of the place/object 

and/or in documentary resources or oral history. 

plus 

The EVENT, PHASE, etc is of HISTORICAL IMPORTANCE, having made a strong or influential contribution to 

Victoria. 

Executive Director’s Response 

The Portland Lifeboat has a clear association with the establishment by the Victorian Colonial Government of a 

lifeboat service in Victoria. This included the commissioning and distribution of five lifeboats around the Victorian 

coast from 1856-1859. The Portland Lifeboat also has a clear association with the fear and horror created by 

shipwrecks and the resulting movements to create rescue infrastructure and commemorate rescues. 

The association of the Portland Lifeboat with the establishment of lifeboat services in Victoria is evident in the physical 

fabric of the object as a largely intact 1850s style lifeboat as well as in historic drawings, photographs, and primary 

documentary resources. 

The association of the Portland Lifeboat with the movement to commemorate tragic shipwrecks and celebrate 

successful rescues is evident in historic objects, drawings, photographs, and primary documentary resources which 

document and commemorate its successful use in the rescue of survivors from the Admella shipwreck. 

The establishment of lifeboat services in Victoria and rescues made by lifeboats made a strong and influential 

contribution to Victoria. This movement coincided with the pre-World War II period where most people travelled to 

and from Victoria by ship, and shipwrecks were regular and much feared occurrences. The presence of lifeboats 

around the Victorian coast as well as the success of challenging rescues such as that from the Admella would have 

at least partially mitigated these fears.  

Step 1 of Criterion A is likely to be satisfied. 

Step 2: Test for satisfying Criterion A at the State Level 

The place/object allows the clear association with the event, phase etc. of historical importance to be 

UNDERSTOOD BETTER THAN MOST OTHER PLACES OR OBJECTS IN VICTORIA WITH SUBSTANTIALLY 

THE SAME ASSOCIATION. 
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Executive Director’s Response 

The Portland Lifeboat allows the clear association with the establishment of lifeboat services in Victoria to be 

understood better than most other places and objects in Victoria because the object itself was used to undertake 

rescues, unlike the lifeboat related buildings which only housed lifeboats and rescue related equipment. There is only 

one other lifeboat in Victoria which dates to the establishment of lifeboat services in Victoria. 

The Portland Lifeboat allows the clear association with the movement to commemorate tragic shipwrecks and 

celebrate successful rescues to be understood better than most other places and objects in Victoria because the 

lifeboat itself became a memorial to the wreck of the Admella. While there are ca.30 shipwreck memorials in Victoria 

most are masonry monuments or anchors, no other lifeboat has been memorialised. Most shipwrecks are underwater 

which makes them more difficult to understand. 

Criterion A is likely to be satisfied at the State level. 

CRITERION B: Possession of uncommon, rare or endangered aspects of Victoria’s cultural 

history. 

Step 1: Test for Satisfying Criterion B 

The place/object has a clear ASSOCIATION with an event, phase, period, process, function, movement, custom or 

way of life of importance in Victoria’s cultural history. 

plus 

The association of the place/object to the event, phase, etc IS EVIDENT in the physical fabric of the place/object 

and/or in documentary resources or oral history. 

plus 

The place/object is RARE OR UNCOMMON, being one of a small number of places/objects remaining that 

demonstrates the important event, phase etc. 

or 

The place/object is RARE OR UNCOMMON, containing unusual features of note that were not widely replicated 

or 

The existence of the class of place/object that demonstrates the important event, phase etc is ENDANGERED to 

the point of rarity due to threats and pressures on such places/objects. 

Executive Director’s Response 

The Portland Lifeboat has a clear association with the first design and construction of lifeboats in Victoria.   

The association of the Portland Lifeboat with the first design and construction of lifeboats in Victoria is evident in the 

physical fabric of the object as a largely original 1857 timber lifeboat. Several contemporary sources document its 

design as being modified in Victoria from the Peake lifeboat design which itself was one of the earliest standard 

designs adopted by the United Kingdom based Royal National Lifeboat Institution. 

The Portland Lifeboat is an early and rare surviving example of both a self-righting lifeboat that was modified for 

Victorian conditions; and a ship with a double-diagonal hull. The Port Fairy, Warrnambool and Queenscliff lifeboats 

are similar, but all have been heavily repaired and restored and the Warrnambool and Queenscliff lifeboats were 

constructed fifty to seventy years later than the Portland Lifeboat. 

The Portland Lifeboat is an early and rare surviving example of an early timber watercraft. Aside from shipwrecks 

very few watercraft of this age survive in Victoria. The Portland Lifeboat is rare being one of only three historic 

Victorian vessels constructed before 1870 listed in the Australian Register of Historic Vessels. 

The existence of the class of early lifeboats that demonstrate both self-righting and double-diagonal hull construction 

techniques is endangered to the point of rarity due to past practices of repurposing and scrapping watercraft that 

were no longer operational. 
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Step 1 of Criterion B is likely to be satisfied. 

Step 2: State Level Significance Test for Criterion B 

The place/object is RARE, UNCOMMON OR ENDANGERED within Victoria. 

Executive Director’s Response 

The Portland Lifeboat is rare being one of only two early Victorian lifeboats remaining that demonstrate the first 

design and construction of lifeboats in Victoria.  

The Portland Lifeboat appears to be the second oldest (non-shipwrecked) vessel in Victoria and is also very rare for 

being being in largely original condition and retaining original fabric. The other early lifeboat in Port Fairy has been 

extensively rebuilt. The survival of two sister vessels in unrestored and restored condition is very unusual for such 

early historic vessels.   

Criterion B is likely to be satisfied at the State level. 

CRITERION C: Potential to yield information that will contribute to an understanding of Victoria’s 

cultural history. 

Step 1: Test for Satisfying Criterion C 

The:  

• visible physical fabric; &/or  

• documentary evidence; &/or  

• oral history, 

relating to the place/object indicates a likelihood that the place/object contains PHYSICAL EVIDENCE of historical 

interest that is NOT CURRENTLY VISIBLE OR UNDERSTOOD. 

plus 

From what we know of the place/object, the physical evidence is likely to be of an INTEGRITY and/or CONDITION 

that it COULD YIELD INFORMATION through detailed investigation. 

Executive Director’s Response 

The Portland Lifeboat is unlikely to contain physical evidence of historical interest that is not currently understood. 

The Port Fairy Lifeboat has been completely and accurately rebuilt; its construction techniques have been well 

documented and materials analysed. As it is very likely that both were built by the same shipbuilder to the same 

design, there is unlikely to be undocumented physical evidence on the Portland Lifeboat that is not currently visible.  

While the Portland Lifeboat was used to ensure that the reconstruction of the Port Fairy Lifeboat was accurate, some 

of the technical details documented during the reconstruction of the Port Fairy Lifeboat could only be seen on a 

disassembled lifeboat. It may be damaging to the original fabric to fully disassemble the Portland Lifeboat for detailed 

investigation, and this is not necessary because the Port Fairy lifeboat has been fully documented. 

Step 1 of Criterion C is not likely to be satisfied. 
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CRITERION D: Importance in demonstrating the principal characteristics of a class of cultural 

places and objects. 

Step 1: Test For Satisfying Criterion D 

The place/object is one of a CLASS of places/objects that has a clear ASSOCIATION with an event, phase, period, 

process, function, movement, important person(s), custom or way of life in Victoria’s history. 

plus 

The EVENT, PHASE, etc is of HISTORICAL IMPORTANCE, having made a strong or influential contribution to 

Victoria. 

plus 

The principal characteristics of the class are EVIDENT in the physical fabric of the place/object. 

Executive Director’s Response 

The Portland Lifeboat is of one of the class of early self-righting lifeboats that has a clear association with the use 

of lifeboats to undertake rescues from shipwrecks. 

Self-righting lifeboats made successful rescues from shipwrecks more likely; and the and strong, light double hulls 

also contributed to the abilities of these boats to lead to successful shipwreck rescues. This function made a strong 

and influential contribution to Victoria by saving lives and by providing reassurance to the public, many of whom 

travelled to and from Victoria by ship in the nineteenth century. 

The Portland Lifeboat demonstrates the principal characteristics of a self-righting lifeboat because its air cases, 

cork components and diagonal double hulled construction are still present. 

Step 1 of Criterion D is likely to be satisfied. 

Step 2: State Level Significance Test Criterion D 

The place/object is a NOTABLE EXAMPLE of the class in Victoria (refer to Reference Tool D). 

Executive Director’s Response 

Under the definitions provided in Reference Tool D, the Portland Lifeboat can be considered a notable example of 

its class because it is a fine and highly intact example of an early self-righting lifeboat. It is largely intact, and the 

majority of its original fabric and innovative and functional construction are still present. 

Criterion D is likely to be satisfied at the State level. 

CRITERION E: Importance in exhibiting particular aesthetic characteristics. 

Step 1: Test For Satisfying Criterion E 

The PHYSICAL FABRIC of the place/object clearly exhibits particular aesthetic characteristics. 

Executive Director’s Response 

The Portland Lifeboat is an attractive historic watercraft, and its double diagonal hull is an elegant solution to create 

a strong light hull. However, the hull characteristics are not easily visible, and its general appearance does not differ 

from other small historic timber boats.  

Step 1 of Criterion E is not likely to be satisfied. 
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CRITERION F: Importance in demonstrating a high degree of creative or technical achievement at 

a particular period. 

Step 1: A Test For Satisfying Criterion F 

The place/object contains PHYSICAL EVIDENCE that clearly demonstrates creative or technical ACHIEVEMENT 

for the time in which it was created. 

plus 

The physical evidence demonstrates a HIGH DEGREE OF INTEGRITY. 

Executive Director’s Response 

The Portland Lifeboat still contains the physical evidence of the innovative self-righting properties and double-

diagonal construction. Self-righting properties were a requirement for lifeboats and the light, strong double hulled 

construction was rarely used before World War II and was technically challenging for boatbuilders. These properties 

were designed in the United Kingdom, but the Portland Lifeboat was modified for Victorian conditions by introducing 

a more robust hull and better drainage. 

The Portland Lifeboat is in largely original condition with some alterations made during service life. It demonstrates 

a high degree of integrity. 

Step 1 of Criterion F is likely to be satisfied. 

Step 2: State Level Significance Test for Criterion F 

The nature &/or scale of the achievement is OF A HIGH DEGREE or ‘beyond the ordinary’ for the period in which it 
was undertaken as evidenced by: 

• critical acclaim of the place/object within the relevant creative or technological discipline as an outstanding 
example in Victoria; or 

• wide acknowledgement of exceptional merit in Victoria in medium such as publications and print media; or 

• recognition of the place/object as a breakthrough in terms of design, fabrication or construction techniques; or 

• recognition of the place/object as a successful solution to a technical problem that extended the limits of 
existing technology; or 

• recognition of the place/object as an outstanding example of the creative adaptation of available materials and 
technology of the period. 

Executive Director’s Response 

The Portland Lifeboat is recognised as a fine example of one of the most successful RNLI self-righting lifeboat 

designs. This was achieved with an innovative combination of cork and air chambers. The development of self-

righting lifeboat designs began in the United Kingdom in 1795 and paralleled the development of shipwreck lifesaving 

services. Self-righting is an important attribute for lifeboats and solved the problem of lifeboats being swamped during 

rescues causing needless deaths of lifesavers and the rescued. 

The design of the Portland Lifeboat represents a  modification of the RNLI design to make it better suited to Victorian 

conditions. The characteristics of the hull which were needed to allow it to be transported by carriage across wide 

English tidal flats were not needed in Victoria and the creative Victorian boatbuilder was able to create a stronger, 

wider and more stable hull as a result.  

Criterion F is likely to be satisfied at the State level. 
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CRITERION G: Strong or special association with a particular present-day community or cultural 

group for social, cultural or spiritual reasons.  

Step 1: Test For Satisfying Criterion G 

Evidence exists of a community or cultural group. 

(A community or cultural group is a group of people who share a common interest, including an experience, 

purpose, belief system, culture, ethnicity or values.) 

plus 

Evidence exists of a strong attachment between the COMMUNITY OR CULTURAL GROUP and the place/object in 

the present-day context. 

plus 

Evidence exists of a time depth to that attachment. 

Executive Director’s Response 

The Portland Lifeboat has a strong and special association with the present-day community of Glenelg Shire.  

The Portland Lifeboat is an important feature at the Portland Maritime Discovery Centre which is a key tourist facility 
in the town. Unlike most functional boats, instead of being scrapped at the end of its life, it was commemorated in 
the Botanic Gardens. Anniversaries of the wreck are celebrated. 

This association between the Portland Lifeboat and the community of Glenelg Shire appears to have begun with the 
Admella rescue in 1859 and continues to the present. 

Step 1 of Criterion G is likely to be satisfied. 

Step 2: State Level Significance Test for Criterion G 

Evidence exists that the social value resonates at a State Level, 
that is across the ‘broader Victorian community’. 

(‘Resonance’ means the extent to which the social value of a place/object  
can be demonstrated to exert an influence. The social value must resonate beyond a particular local, social or 

cultural community into the ‘broader Victorian community’).  

Plus 

Evidence exists that the social value is part of an event or story that contributes to ‘Victoria’s identity. 

Executive Director’s Response 

The Portland Lifeboat resonated widely with the broader Victorian community at a State Level after the Admella 
rescue. Most Victorians knew about it due to extensive press coverage, and many made donations towards the 
subsequent honouring of the lifeboat crew. This reflected the importance to Victorians of using lifeboats to save lives 
from shipwrecks. 

The Portland Lifeboat had social value across the broader Victorian community in the past because it had success 
in saving some shipwreck lives. Today, shipwreck rescues are generally undertaken by helicopter and ships are 
guided into port by professional sea pilots. The value of lifeboats to save lives from shipwreck no longer resonates 
at a State Level. 

The Admella shipwreck is located in south Australian waters and is no longer well known in Victoria. The connection 
between the lifeboat and the rescue no longer resonates at the State level when compared with other historic 
shipwrecks such as the Loch Ard.  

The Portland Lifeboat is the second oldest vessel in the National Register of Historic Vessels, where its age, 
intactness and technical properties are documented. However, this listing does not resonate across the broader 
Victorian community. 

Criterion G is not likely to be satisfied at the State level. 
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CRITERION H: Special association with the life or works of a person, or group of persons, of 

importance in Victoria’s history. 

Step 1: Test For Satisfying Criterion H 

The place/object has a DIRECT ASSOCIATION with a person or group of persons who have made a strong or 

influential CONTRIBUTION to the course of Victoria’s history. 

plus 

The ASSOCIATION of the place/object to the person(s) IS EVIDENT in the physical fabric of the place/object 

and/or in documentary resources and/or oral history. 

plus 

The ASSOCIATION:  

• directly relates to ACHIEVEMENTS of the person(s) at, or relating to, the place/object; or  

• relates to an enduring and/or close INTERACTION between the person(s) and the place/object. 

Executive Director’s Response 

The Portland Lifeboat has a direct association with Portland Harbour Master Captain James Fawthrop. He led the 

crew of the Portland Lifeboat to rescue survivors from the Admella and achieved short-term fame as a result. 

However, this was not a strong or influential contribution to the course of Victoria’s history. 

The Portland Lifeboat has a direct association with Chief Harbour Master of Victoria, Captain Charles Ferguson and 

lifeboat services in Victoria. One of Ferguson’s achievements in the role was to create Victoria’s coastal lifeboat 

service which existed from 1856-1979. The creation of lifeboat services in Victoria was influential and made a 

contribution to the course of Victoria’s history.  

The association of the Portland Lifeboat to Ferguson is evident in the physical fabric of the object and in documentary 

resources which demonstrate that Ferguson used the RNLI lifeboat designs to commission the first lifeboats for 

Victoria, including the Portland Lifeboat. 

The association between the Portland Lifeboat and Ferguson directly relates to Ferguson’s achievement in the 

creation of lifeboat services in Victoria because the Portland Lifeboat was one of five lifeboats sent to coastal ports 

by Ferguson between 1856 and 1859. 

Step 1 of Criterion H is likely to be satisfied. 

Step 2: State Level Significance Test For Criterion H 

The place/object allows the clear association with the person or group of persons to be READILY APPRECIATED 

BETTER THAN MOST OTHER PLACES OR OBJECTS IN VICTORIA. 

Executive Director’s Response 

The Portland Lifeboat does not allow the clear association between Captain Ferguson and lifeboat services in Victoria 

to be better appreciated than other places or objects in Victoria. The association is better demonstrated by lifeboat 

complexes such as the Port Fairy Lifeboat Station (VHR H1431) and the Queenscliff Pier and Lifeboat Complex 

(VHR H1515). Both these sites demonstrate the full scope of the operations of lifeboat services in Victoria better than 

the Portland Lifeboat as a single object.  

Criterion H is not likely to be satisfied at the State level. 
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Comparisons 

These places and objects were selected as comparators to Portland Lifeboat because they are examples of 

lifeboat operations in Victoria or are examples of historic lifeboats. 

Lifeboat infrastructure 

Lifeboat Station, Port Fairy (VHR H1431) 

The Lifeboat Station, 3 Griffiths Street Port Fairy is of 

historical and technical significance to the State of 

Victoria. It consists of a Lifeboat Shed, Rocket House 

and Slip as well as the 1857 Port Fairy lifeboat, 

lifeboat shed winch and lifeboat cradle. There is also 

a collection of rocket and rescue equipment. 

The Port Fairy Lifeboat station is of historical 

importance as a rare and remarkably intact reminder 

of the important role of local oared lifeboats with 

volunteer crews in the days of hazardous sail-

powered coastal shipping. …The lifeboat in 

association with the 1861 boat shed built to house it 

and the 1886 rocket shed with hand rescue 

equipment, form an exceptional collection of 

artefacts and structures, which represents a 

specialised maritime industry.  

 

Queenscliff Pier And Lifeboat Complex, 

Queenscliff (VHR H1515) 

The Lifeboat Station, Symonds Street Queenscliff, 

is of historical, architectural, aesthetic and 

technological significance to the State of Victoria. It 

consists of the Queenscliff Pier, Shelter Shed,  

Lifeboat Shed, Slip, and the Lifeboat Queenscliffe 

and its associated winch and motor 

The Queenscliff Pier and Lifeboat complex is of 

architectural significance as a collection of rare 

surviving intact timber pier structures. The lifeboat 

shed is of architectural significance as a rare intact 

example of a jetty mounted lifeboat shed with an 

uncommon barrel shaped roof The shelter shed has 

arched wrought iron truss work and panelled timber 

interior which is a sophisticated and direct reminder 

of the bay steamer days. The pier and its buildings 

are of aesthetic significance as a prominent landmark 

on the bay representing a bygone era in Queenscliff's 

history.   

Image: Travel Victoria 
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Historic Lifeboats 

Port Fairy Lifeboat (part of VHR H1431) 

The Lifeboat Port Fairy, at 3 Griffiths Street in Port 

Fairy is of technical significance to the State of 

Victoria.  

The lifeboat ... has innovative design features 

produced from an 1851 lifeboat design competition, 

which were recognised as a great advance at the 

time. The lifeboat is believed to be the oldest self-

righting lifeboat in the world and is directly related 

to the beginnings in Britain, of specialised lifeboat 

design. This is the only early lifeboat surviving in its 

original context and location in Victoria.  

The lifeboat remained in service from 1857 until 

1941. From 1956 until 1975 it served as a dredge 

for the Moyne River in Port Fairy. It was restored 

and rebuilt to operating condition in 1996. 

 

Queenscliff Lifeboat (part of VHR H1515) 

The Lifeboat Queenscliffe at the Queenscliff 

Maritime Museum, 2 Wharf St, Queenscliff is of 

technological significance as it is the only example 

of its type known to exist in Australia. It 

demonstrates boat building and rescue 

technologies at the time of its construction in 1926. 

It is a wooden lifeboat built in South Australia to a 

later RNLI design. It was manned voluntarily by 

local fishermen and is therefore closely attached to 

families of the Queenscliff community. It is a rare 

surviving example of the coastal shore-based 

lifeboats that were based around the Australian 

coastline. 

Image: National Register of Historic Vessels 

 

Warrnambool Lifeboat  

The Warrnambool Lifeboat at Flagstaff Hill 

Maritime Village, 89 Merri Street, Warrnambool is 

not included in the VHR.  

The Lifeboat Warrnambool was commissioned in 

1909 by under by Chief Harbour Master Captain 

Ferguson. It was built at the Government Dockyard 

in Williamstown, Victoria, along the lines designed 

by the Great Britain’s Royal Lifeboat Institution, and 

included whaleback decks fore and aft, mast and 

centreboard, and rudder and tiller hung from the 

sternpost. It could be propelled by both sail and oar. 

Image: Victorian Collections 
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Summary of Comparisons 

There are only four historic lifeboats in Victoria. Two, the Port Fairy and Portland lifeboats, represent the first phase 

of lifeboat construction and operations in Victoria being built in 1857 and 1858 respectively. The other two, the 

Warrnambool and Queenscliff lifeboats represent the second and final phase being built in 1909 and 1926 

respectively. All, with the exception of the Portland Lifeboat, have been heavily restored and rebuilt. The Portland 

Lifeboat is the only one in largely original condition.  

Lifeboats could not operate without supporting infrastructure and buildings. The Port Fairy and Queenscliff Lifeboats 

demonstrate the operations of the lifeboat service because structures like the lifeboat sheds, rocket shed, and 

equipment survive. The Portland Lifeboat shed, and pier have been demolished and the rocket shed was always 

located at a distance from the lifeboat. The Port Fairy Lifeboat is the only early lifeboat surviving in its original context 

and location in Victoria. 
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Summary of cultural heritage significance  

(section 40(4)(a)) 

The Executive Director recommends that Portland Lifeboat be included in the VHR as a registered object.  

Statement of significance 

What is significant? 

The Portland Lifeboat is a pulling (propelled by oars), self-righting, double ended, timber lifeboat commissioned by 

Chief Harbour Master Captain Ferguson and constructed in 1858 in Williamstown. It is a local modification of the 

English Royal National Lifeboat Institution ‘Peake’ design and has a U-shaped double hull made from Kauri planks 

laid diagonally and vertically, blue gum horizontal stringers; jute based paper between the inner and outer planking, 

and an iron keel. The ship has an Oregon rowing deck containing six 'Well's' patent lifeboat valves . The bow and 

stern air cases (air filled buoyancy tanks) are tightly sealed with Kauri pine resin. Much of the remainder of the hull 

is fitted with air chambers. It was initially steered with two sweep (steering) oars. The kauri rudder and iron mast 

partners (holders) are 1900 additions so that the lifeboat could also be propelled by sail. The whalebacks (convex 

cork slabs covered with canvas) on either end were also added in 1900 to increase the self-righting properties when 

under sail. It was retired from service in 1915 and installed in the Portland Botanic Gardens to serve as a memorial 

to the Admella shipwreck rescue. In 1998 it was relocated to the Portland Maritime Discovery Centre. 

How is it significant?  

Portland Lifeboat is of historical and technical significance to the State of Victoria. It satisfies the following criteria 

for inclusion in the Victorian Heritage Register:  

Criterion A 

Importance to the course, or pattern, of Victoria’s cultural history. 

Criterion B 

Possession of uncommon, rare or endangered aspects of Victoria’s cultural history. 

Criterion D 

Importance in demonstrating the principal characteristics of a class of cultural places and objects 

Criterion F 

Importance in demonstrating a high degree of creative or technical achievement at a particular period. 

Why is it significant?  

The Portland Lifeboat is historically significant for its association with the establishment of the Victorian Lifeboat 

Service.  [Criterion A] 

The Portland Lifeboat is historically significant for its association with the movement to commemorate tragic 

shipwrecks and celebrate successful rescues.  [Criterion A] 

The Portland Lifeboat is rare as one of only two early Victorian lifeboats remaining that demonstrate the first design 

and construction of lifeboats in Victoria.  [Criterion B] 
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The Portland Lifeboat is rare as the second oldest lifeboat vessel in Victoria and for being the oldest lifeboat vessel 

in Victoria in largely original condition and retaining original fabric.  [Criterion B] 

The Portland Lifeboat is significant as a fine and highly intact example of an early self-righting lifeboat . [Criterion D] 

The Portland Lifeboat is technically significant for its use of a double diagonal hull construction and buoyancy tanks 

with fitted cork blocks and air chambers to create a strong self-righting lifeboat which was also modified for Victorian 

conditions.  [Criterion F] 
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Categories of works or activities (permit exemptions) 
recommended under section 38 (section 40(4)(b)) 

Introduction  

The purpose of this information is to assist owners and other interested parties when considering or making decisions 

regarding works to a registered place. It is recommended that any proposed works be discussed with an officer of 

Heritage Victoria prior to making a permit application. Discussing proposed works will assist in answering questions 

the owner may have and aid any decisions regarding works to the place.   

It is acknowledged that alterations and other works may be required to keep places and objects in good repair and 

adapt them for use into the future. However, under the Act a person must not knowingly, recklessly or negligently 

remove, relocate or demolish, damage or despoil, develop or alter or excavate all or any part of any part of a 

registered place without approval. It should be noted that the definition of ‘develop’ in the Act includes any works on, 

over or under the place.  

If a person wishes to undertake works or activities in relation to a registered place or registered object, they must 

apply to the Executive Director for a permit. The purpose of a permit is to enable appropriate change to a place and 

to effectively manage adverse impacts on the cultural heritage significance of a place as a consequence of change. 

If an owner is uncertain whether a heritage permit is required, it is recommended that Heritage Victoria be contacted.  

Permits are required for anything which alters the place or object, unless a permit exemption is granted. Permit 

exemptions usually cover routine maintenance and upkeep issues faced by owners as well as minor works or works 

to the elements of the place or object that are not significant. They may include appropriate works that are specified 

in a conservation management plan. Permit exemptions can be granted at the time of registration (under section 38 

of the Act) or after registration (under section 92 of the Act). It should be noted that the addition of new buildings to 

the registered place, as well as alterations to the interior and exterior of existing buildings requires a permit, unless 

a specific permit exemption is granted. 

Disrepair of registered place or registered object 

Under section 152 of the Act, the owner of a registered place or registered object must not allow that place or object 

to fall into disrepair. 

Failure to maintain registered place or registered object 

Under section 153 of the Act, the owner of a registered place or registered object must not fail to maintain that place 

or object to the extent that its conservation is threatened. 

Conservation management plan 

All works should ideally be informed by the CMP prepared for the object. The Executive Director is not bound by any 
CMP and permits still must be obtained for works suggested in any Conservation Management Plan. 

The 2010 CMP prepared by conservator Michael Staples, then of the Australian National Maritime Museum, should 

guide the management of the object in a manner which respects its cultural heritage significance.  

This plan should be reviewed and updated once the archival and technical research recommended in it has been 

completed. The review should build on the existing CMP and the records kept. Plan for regular review and revision 

of the CMP as part of its implementation 

• The recommendations regarding paint schemes (including the name ribbon) should be carried out by a qualified 
conservator preferably with experience with paint analysis.  
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• The recommendations in “Section 3: Conservation Repairs” should be carried out or closely supervised by a 
qualified conservator preferably with experience with ship building. 

• The recommendations regarding the environment of the Portland Maritime Discovery Centre should be 
implemented to ensure that the environment will support the preservation of the object. The environment should 
be monitored regularly, and measures updated as needed. Continued corrosion of metal items or fungal decay 
is one indication that the environment may need to be modified. Changes to environmental control measures 
have the potential to negatively impact the object and should be implemented in conjunction with a conservator. 

• The Portland Maritime Discovery Centre has been constructed around the Portland Lifeboat and it cannot be 
removed in the event of an emergency. Therefore, emergency measures in the event of fire, flooding, vandalism 
and other emergencies should be developed to remove or minimise the likelihood of damage to the object.  

• Nothing in this determination prevents the Heritage Council from amending or rescinding all or any of the permit 
exemptions. 

General Conditions 

• All exempted alterations are to be planned and carried out in a manner which prevents damage to the fabric of 
the registered place. 

• Should it become apparent during further inspection or the carrying out of works that original or previously hidden 
or inaccessible details of the place are revealed which relate to the significance of the place, then the exemption 
covering such works must cease and Heritage Victoria must be notified as soon as possible.  
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Permit Exemptions 

The following permit exemptions are not considered to cause harm to the cultural heritage significance of the Portland 

Lifeboat. 

• Minor repairs and maintenance which replaces like with like when undertaken by a qualified conservator who is 

a member of the Australian Institute for the Conservation of Cultural Materials. Repairs and maintenance must 

maximise protection and retention of significant fabric and include the conservation of existing details or 

elements. Any repairs and maintenance must not exacerbate the decay of fabric due to chemical incompatibility 

of new materials, obscure fabric, or limit access to such fabric for future maintenance. 

• Touching up small losses or areas of damage of previously painted surfaces in the same colour, finish, and 

product type provided that preparation or painting does not remove all evidence of earlier paint finishes or 

schemes. This exemption does not apply to areas where there are specialist paint techniques such as or to 

unpainted, oiled, or varnished surfaces or to previously painted textiles.  

• Cleaning including the removal of surface deposits using brush vacuuming or damp cloths. 

• The installation of temporary elements on the object associated with exhibition of the object and short term 

events. This includes: 

o Temporary covers or surveillance systems to prevent unauthorised access or to secure public safety 

which is not fixed onto the object. 

o Temporary standalone infrastructure, including data loggers, interpretive signage, lighting, and the like 

which is not fixed onto the object. 

• Installation of physical barriers or traps to enable management of vermin such as insects, and rodents providing 

these are placed onto and not fixed to the object. 
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Appendix 1 

Heritage Council of Victoria determination (section 41) 

The Heritage Council is an independent statutory body that will make a determination on this recommendation 

under section 49 of the Act. It will consider the recommendation after a period of 60 days from the date the notice 

of recommendation is published on its website under section 41. 

Making a submission to the Heritage Council (section 44) 

Within the period of 60 days, any person or body with a real and substantial interest in the place or object may 

make a submission to the Heritage Council regarding the recommendation and request a hearing in relation to that 

submission. Information about making a submission and submission forms are available on the Heritage Council’s 

website. 

Consideration of submissions to the Heritage Council (section 46) 

 (1) The Heritage Council must consider— 

(a)  any written submission made to it under section 44; and  

(b)  any further information provided to the Heritage Council in response to a request under section 45.  

(2)  The Heritage Council must conduct a hearing in relation to a submission if—  

(a)  the submission includes a request for a hearing before the Heritage Council; and  

(b)  the submission is made by a person or body with a real or substantial interest in the place or object 

that is the subject of the submission.  

(3)  Despite subsection (2), the Heritage Council may conduct a hearing in relation to a submission in any other 

circumstances the Heritage Council considers appropriate. 

Determinations of the Heritage Council (section 49) 

 (1) After considering a recommendation that a place or object should or should not be included in the Heritage 

Register and any submissions in respect of the recommendation and conducting any hearing into the 

submissions, the Heritage Council may—  

(a)  determine that the place or part of the place, or object, is of State-level cultural heritage significance 

and is to be included in the Heritage Register; or  

(b)  determine that the place or part of the place, or object, is not of State-level cultural heritage 

significance and is not to be included in the Heritage Register; or  

(c)  in the case of a recommendation in respect of a place, determine that the place is not to be included in 

the Heritage Register but—  

(i)  refer the recommendation and any submissions to the relevant planning authority for 

consideration for an amendment to a planning scheme; or 

(ii)  determine that it is more appropriate for steps to be taken under the Planning and Environment 

Act 1987 or by any other means to protect or conserve the place; or  

(d)  in the case of a recommendation in respect of additional land which has been nominated to be 

included in the Heritage Register as part of a registered place in accordance with section 32, 

determine that the land be included in the Heritage Register if—  
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(i)  the State-level cultural heritage significance of the place would be substantially less if the land 

or any part of the land which is or has been used in conjunction with the place were developed; 

or  

(ii)  the land surrounding the place is important to the protection or conservation of the place or 

contributes to the understanding of the place; or  

(e)  determine that the object is integral to understanding the cultural heritage significance of a registered 

place or a place the Heritage Council has determined to be included in the Heritage Register. 

(2)  The Heritage Council must make a determination under subsection (1)—  

(a)  within 40 days after the date on which written submissions may be made under section 44; or  

(b)  if any hearing is conducted into the written submissions, within 90 days after the completion of the 

hearing.  

(3)  A determination that a place or part of a place, or object, should be included in the Heritage Register may 

include categories of works or activities which may be carried out in relation to the place or object for which a 

permit under this Act is not required, if the Heritage Council considers that the works or activities would not 

harm the cultural heritage significance of the place or object.  

(4)  If the Heritage Council determines to include a place in the Heritage Register, with the consent of the owner 

of the place, the Heritage Council may determine to include in the Heritage Register additional land of the 

owner that is ancillary to the place.  

(5)  If a member of the Heritage Council makes a submission under section 44 in respect of a recommendation, 

the member must not take part in the consideration or determination of the Heritage Council.  

(6)  The Heritage Council must notify the Executive Director of any determination under this section as soon as 

practicable after the determination. 

Obligations of owners of places and objects (section 42)  

(1) The owner of a place or object to whom a statement of recommendation has been given must advise the 

Executive Director in writing of—  

(a)  any works or activities that are being carried out in relation to the place or object at the time the 

statement is given; and  

(b)  any application for a planning permit or a building permit, or for an amendment to that permit, that has 

been made in relation to the place but not determined at the time the statement is given; and  

(c)  any works or activities that are proposed to be carried out in relation to the place or object at the time 

the statement is given.  

(2)  An advice under subsection (1) must be given within 10 days after the statement of recommendation is given 

 under section 40.  

(3)  The owner of a place to whom a statement of recommendation has been given must advise the Executive 

 Director in writing of an application, permit or amendment if, before a determination under section 49 or 52 in 

 respect of a place—  

(a)  an application for a planning permit or a building permit or for an amendment to that permit in relation 
to the place is made; or 

(b)  a planning permit or building permit or an amendment to that permit in relation to the place is granted.  

(4)  An advice under subsection (3) must be given within 10 days after the making of the application or the grant 

of the permit or amendment.  
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(5)  The owner of a place or object to whom a statement of recommendation has been given must advise the 

Executive Director in writing of the following activities or proposals if, before a determination is made under 

section 49 or 52 in respect of a place or object—  

(a)  any activities are carried out in relation to the place or object that could harm the place or object;  

(b)  any activities are proposed to be carried out in relation to the place or object that could harm the place 

or object.  

(6)  An advice under subsection (5) must be given within 10 days after the owner becomes aware of the activity 

or the proposal, as the case requires.  

(7)  If, before a determination is made under section 49 or 52 in respect of a place or object, a proposal is made 

to dispose of the whole or any part of the place or object, the owner of the place or object must advise the 

Executive Director in writing of that proposal.  

(8)  An advice under subsection (7) must be given at least 10 days before entering into the contract for the 

disposal of the place or object.  

(9)  The owner of a place or object who proposes to dispose of the whole or any part of the place or object 

before a determination is made under section 49 or 52 in respect of the place or object must, before entering 

into a contract for that disposal, give a copy of the statement of proposed contract, is to acquire the place or 

object or part of the place or object.  

Owners of places and objects must comply with obligations (section 43) 

An owner of a place or object to whom section 42 applies must comply with that section.  
 
Penalty:  In the case of a natural person, 120 penalty units;  

In the case of a body corporate, 240 penalty units. 


