
T
ake a stroll down Main 
Street in Hepburn Springs 
and before long you’ll find 
yourself outside a majestic 
1930s hotel. Set back 

from the road, it invites you to take a 
closer look, and through the trees you’ll 
glimpse old world charm in the Spanish 
Mission arches and modern style and 
comfort in the slick monochrome and 
cream colour scheme. You may be 
tempted to linger and contemplate 
the history of this stately old dame, 
imagining the ghosts of a thousand  
lives lived here.

It’s quite a history. Peppers Mineral 
Springs Retreat is the third hotel 
to stand on this site – the first was 
destroyed by fire, while the second 
stood side by side with Peppers for  
a time before being torn down. In  
the 1950s it was a popular party spot, 
attracting athletes and bands, most 
of them friends of then chef Albert 
“Bing” Baker. In the 1960s it was 
taken over by amusement park owner 
Captain Dyson whose guests included 
his performing monkeys. These days 
Peppers’ guardians are Chris Malden 
and master builder Wayne Cross who 
bought the property in 2000 with a 
view to return it to its former glory.

The pair have a long history 
renovating commercial and residential 
properties and in 1996 won Master 
Builder of the Year for their conversion 
of a Fitzroy veterinary supply factory 
into their own residence. After roughly 
two decades of purchasing and 
developing properties, then selling 
up and moving on to do it all again, 
they grew weary of the roving lifestyle 
and decided to buy a residence in 
Daylesford they could escape to now 
and then.

“We wanted a little place we could 
leave our stuff and actually have 
something permanent in our life as 
opposed to moving every three or  
four months,” says Chris.

Their current home is an 1850s 
cottage that once belonged to a local 
gold mine manager and his family. 
Destroyed by fire in the late 1970s, the 
cottage remained as it was – four walls, 
four chimneys, burned out inside, 
with charred furniture and musical 
instruments melted into the ground – 
until Chris and Wayne restored it.

Once settled, they purchased 
additional land and enlisted architect 
Ken Charles to help them create 
modern, architecturally designed 
accommodation that became a ➺ 

Peppers Mineral Springs is an art deco hotel that had 
several lives before its current owners transformed it for 

the modern age, while still maintaining its 1930s feel
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viable alternative to the “breezy little 
cottages with frills and lace” that were 
the sole offerings in Daylesford at the 
time. When no booking agent would 
take them on they started Daylesford 
Getaways (www.dayget.com.au). At 
first it represented just a handful of 
their own villas; now there are over 
180 properties on their books.

Part of their motivation for coming 
to Daylesford was to wind back their 
activity, but getting the booking 
service off the ground proved to be a 
full time job. The pair would work until 
midnight before heading to the Palais, 
a pub and live music venue on Main 
Street, for a meal. The staff got to know 
them and their work and one night 
someone suggested they purchase the 
place across the road, a 1930s hotel in 
need of renovation. They inspected the 
building the following day and realised 
they had found their next project. 

Built in 1935, Peppers combines 
several architectural styles.

“The arches out front are Spanish 
Mission, the timberwork is from the Arts 
and Crafts period and the plasterwork 
inside is Art Deco,” Chris says.

“Those influences were all 
happening around the world at the 
same time. It was probably that mix of 
Europeans coming to Australia [during 
the gold rush] and those already 
here that led to the three periods 
intermingling. You probably wouldn’t 
find another hotel with those three 
blends, certainly not in Victoria.”

When they acquired Peppers there 
were twenty-four small bedrooms 
upstairs and male and female 
bathrooms. The décor was 1950s  
with heavy drapes on the windows  
in the downstairs lounge blocking  
out natural light.

“There was burgundy coloured 
carpet all the way through with sky  
blue walls and light lemon ceilings  
– it looked like a birthday cake,”  
Chris recalls.

 “Wayne’s favourite thing to complain 
about were the dried hydrangeas in 
the fireplaces. None of the fireplaces 
worked, so they put pots in them with 
chains on in case someone stole them.” 

They wanted to preserve the art 
deco features of the property while 
refreshing its décor, so they stripped 

back the gaudier features and brought 
in a simpler palette. To assist them in 
this task they enlisted the expertise 
of Melbourne designer Stuart Rattle 
who until then had primarily worked 
on private residences and was keen to 
strike a deal for his services in order to 
give his work a more public viewing. 
Their overhaul of the property was 
done in two stages.

“With the first renovation, we started 
from the ground up,” Wayne says. “We 
had to pull up the floors and restump, 
and we rewired and replumbed as we 
went. The more recent reno was fairly 
cosmetic, although it involved things 
like jacking up tiles that we had put 
down previously in reception which is 
hard to do when you’re trying to keep 
guests happy.”

Keeping guests satisfied and not 
losing a single day of trade was one  
of their biggest challenges.

“We managed it with communication 
between the front desk and people 
coming to stay,” Chris says. “We’d 
ask what time they wanted breakfast 
and we’d hold the tradesmen off until 
breakfast was done and dusted and 
then we’d start work.”

The second stage of the renovation 
involved swapping the bar and 
reception, pulling up carpets they 
had laid four years earlier, polishing 
the floorboards and introducing some 
of Rattle’s design touches, including 
replacing almost all the furniture with 
unique artisan pieces crafted by local 
producers.

Nestled in the corner of the lounge 
are a pair of chocolate wingbacks. 
Wayne says their high backs are perfect 
for creating your own cosy haven, 
simply by turning a few around to 
face the wall. Overhead, Nordic ski-
style lamps made from parchment 
and hammered metal illuminate 
conversations. All were made in 
Melbourne.

“The lamps are made from 
parchment paper soaked in tea and 
blanket stitched by Hungarian ladies 
working out of a house in Clayton,” 
Chris says. “The coffee tables are 
French Oak, they’re also Stuart’s 
design, so everything has basically 
been made for here. The antique 
mirror over the fireplace is French  
Oak and was made in Collingwood. 
The joinery is made in Ballarat. ➺  

PICTUrEd, from ToP: Most of the furniture, 
including Nordic ski-style lamps, was selected 

by Melbourne designer Stuart Rattle and 
handmade especially for Peppers; the 

sumptuous Argus Dining Room.
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It adds a nice feel to the place, 
knowing you have products  
that are artisan-made.”

They used dramatic pieces to  
distract from less appealing aspects.

“Room 201 used to be the ladies 
bathroom and its window looked out 
onto the roof and all of the big ugly 
exhaust fans from the kitchen so we 
tried to make a feature inside the 
actual room,” Chris explains. “We 
found this solid bronze Kaiser bath 
which weighs about two-and-a-half 
tonnes and was hand beaten by French 
bell makers. It took six people to carry 
it up the stairs.”

Having successfully managed the 
renovation with minimal disruptions, 
what advice would they give owner/
renovators who want to continue living 
in their homes during a renovation? 

“Get a dust mask,” Wayne says. 
“We’ve lived through a lot of 
renovations ourselves. The hardest 
thing is continually covering things 
and moving stuff and having tradies  
in who have no regard for the fact that 
you’ve got to cook in that room at the 
end of the day. I think you’ve just got  
to be patient.”

“If you’re living in anything you’re 
renovating, it’s about surviving with 

just the bare essentials,” Chris adds. 
“And try and live in one room rather 
than two or three to minimise moves. 
You’ve got to think through the process 
of building and decide which is the 
most appropriate room for you to be in, 
which will be the last one you rip into? 
Keep in contact with your contractors 
too and let them know what your 
expectations are.”

The history of Peppers is linked  
with the goldmining history of the 
area. Much of this has been recorded 
by local historical societies, resources 
Chris and Wayne tapped into when 
preparing for the hotel’s 70th birthday 
in 2005. However they discovered 
Peppers’ staff were an even more 
valuable source of information.

“We have a housekeeper who’s been 
here for fifteen years,” Chris says. “Her 
relatives used to be people like the fire 
boy here – he ran around and lit all 
the fires in the hotel and the kitchen 
before the cooks got in. He’s no longer 
alive but we talked to his wife and she 
had lots of stories.” 

While the building’s history is a 
source of interest, it was not the  
main influence on the renovation.

“At the end of the day it’s been about 
trying to get something that functions 

as a hotel,” Wayne says. “After living 
with the original design for over a 
decade, most of the changes made  
in the recent renovation were to  
allow increased functionality.

 “Villa Parma was a bit different 
because we tried to preserve as  
much of the fabric as possible and  
add furnishings with a European feel.”

Villa Parma is an 1860s heritage 
listed villa next door to Peppers that 
Chris and Wayne renovated five years 
ago, maintaining most of the gold rush 
era feel but upgrading facilities and 
furnishings, resulting in a comfortable 
four-bedroom, four-bathroom villa. 
Villa Parma was originally owned by 
Fabrizzio Crippa. An award-winning 
winemaker who used the adjoining 
property as a vineyard, Crippa was 
one of many Swiss Italians who came 
to Victoria in search of gold but 
stayed for the mineral springs. He 
was instrumental in the mineral water 
committee created to stop goldmining 
that could damage the natural springs.

“They say the ground around 
Daylesford and Hepburn Springs 
is honeycombed with mine shafts,” 
Wayne says. “The Swiss Italians were 
concerned mine shafts would ruin the 
aqua flow and destroy the springs ➺ 

“The second 
stage involved 
introducing 
Rattle’s design 
touches, including 
replacing almost 
all the furniture 
with unique artisan 
pieces crafted by 
local producers.”

PICTUrEd: Villa Parma exterior and gardens.

42 | The PeRIOD hOMe ReNOVATOR

Special Feature



so they formed the mineral springs 
committee to protect them.”

As Villa Parma is heritage listed, 
Chris and Wayne had to work closely 
with Heritage Victoria on its renovation.

“They’d done paint scrapings on the 
wall which we left there,” Chris says. 
“They found the original stencilling, 
Dados and different coloured paints.”

“The dining room we didn’t touch 
because they had stripped that back 
and revealed as much of the stencilling 
on the ceiling as they could. All other 
rooms we painted,” Wayne adds.

Renovating a building constructed 
before the advent of modern plumbing 
and electricity comes with a raft of 
issues which Chris and Wayne have 
become accustomed to dealing with.

 “A lot of the rooms upstairs at 
Peppers had hand basins but no 
bathrooms.” Wayne says. “In a lot 
of cases we turned two rooms into 
one. Quite a few rooms at one end 
of the building were a long way from 
plumbing, so we stepped the floor  
up. We also had freestanding spas  
that we wanted to put in.”

“That made the baths a bit of a 
feature because instead of being all 
at the one level, we built a curved 
mounded area with the bath on top 
which really highlights the bath,”  
Chris adds. “Now hotels are doing  
it all over the place but we started  
that ten years ago.” 

Wayne, who project managed 
both renovations, is a stickler for not 
showing conduits. 

“We put split system heating and 
cooling throughout Villa Parma and 
new plumbing in all the bathrooms,” 
he says. “We cut new openings off 
the bedroom and built a stub wall 
the other side of the existing door, 
closed the door and plastered over it. 
Heritage Victoria likes that approach 
because you’re not infilling the old 
opening, the door’s still there, it just 
goes nowhere. It’s not hard to build  
a stub wall to hide some services.”

Finally, Chris emphasises the 
importance of not penetrating too 
much through the ceiling to avoid 
noise complications. 

“The more light fittings you have, the 
more noise will filter down,” he says. 
“We’ve always liked the idea of not 
making too many structural changes  
to the original building.” ❧

PICTUrEd, CloCkWIsE from ToP: The Mineral Spa is a 
relaxing indoor/outdoor haven; take a break in the lounge 

amidst artisan furniture created especially for Peppers; the 
solid bronze Kaiser bath is a special feature of Room 201. 
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