
Melbourne Metropolitan Board of Works (MMBW) Plans

What are they?

These are comprehensive plans of inner and some outer suburbs showing built
structure such as roads, paths and buildings and also property boundaries. The earliest
of these date from 1892 to early 1900s.

They are available in three scales

40 ft to an inch

160 ft to an inch

400 ft to an inch

How are they useful?

MMBW plans give an accurate, detailed snapshot of a property at aparticular time.
They are useful for tracing the process of subdivision of the site, the physical
development of particular buildings and for deducing earlier street numbering.

The 40 ft to an inch plans are the most relevant when researching a particular
property. Information included at this scale includes

o The outline of any buildings on a site

o Position of fences, garden, lawns, outbuildings, verandahs, paths and driveways

. Early street numbers of each property (which may have since changed)

o Street names (which may not be the same as the current names)

o The name of the property (sometimes)

The 160 ft to an inch plans convey the degree of development of the street and
general area. The 400 ft to an inch plans convey the pattern of development of the
wider suburb. Neither of these larger scale plans include street numbers.

Where to find them

MMBW plans at all 3 scales are available at the Maps Collection, State Library of
Victoria, (La Trobe Street.)

while these may not be directly photocopied, extracts of specific areas may be
obtained by ordering a microfiche copy from which a paper copy can then be printed.
Alternatively, these plans can be traced onto tracing paper.

MMBW plans of North Melbourne at 160 ft to an inch are also held at the North
Melbourne Library. (These may be photocopied.)
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Sands and McDougall (Sands and Kenny) Directories

What are they?

These directories were published annually. They systematically list the occupants of
each building street by street for all of Melbourne, and also list each occupant by
surname. There are other directories, though none cover Melbourne for such a
continuous period.

How are they useful?

Directories can be used to establish

o occupants of a building since its initial construction

o changes in occupancy and occupancy patterns

o when a building first appeared at a particular address

o changes in street numbers and street names

o the general character of a street or suburb at a particular time

o where an individual lived over their lifetime

As directories represent an annual survey, they will not list all the owners and
occupants if these have repeatedly changed in a given year. Individuals who
frequently move or have a transient lifestyle may not appear. Directories convey
nothing about the physical nature of the building on a site.

How to use them

Entries are listed in two ways

' bY surname

o by suburb, with north and south sides of each street listed alphabetically
for in each suburb.

Be aware that street numbers and names may have changed. Sometimes small suburbs
may be listed under larger adjacent suburbs.

Start at the earliest period for which the occupants and street number are known and
work back in steps of five years. If any major changes in occupancy or numbering
appear, search year by year to then determine the precise year of the change. (Use a
table to record listings.)

Eventually ayear will be reached for which there is either no entry for a site, or
vacant lot. From this the approximate date at which a building was first constructed
on a site can be deduced. (Search back several years further to confirm the site was
not vacant on account of an earlier demolition)



Where to find them

Years 1857-1970 are heid on microfiche at

The Genealogy Section, IttTrobe Library, (State Library of Victoria')

North Melbourne Library
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Rate books

What are they?

Rate books are generally available for the nineteenth century and early twentieth
century. They contain information about every rateable property in a suburb, which
was collected annuallv.

How are they useful?

Rate books can convey the following information about a particular property

o When a building first appeared

o Basic facts about a building. I.e. Construction material, number of rooms.

o Whether a building has been enlarged, partially demolished, replaced.

o Who has owned a property, who has occupied it and their occupation

o Trends in the property value, which may also indicate its physical development.

o Changes in street numbering.

o The historic character and sequence of development of a street

o The process of subdivision of the site

How to use them

For each year streets are listed by ward. The streets within each ward are listed
alphabetically at the beginning of each ward section, though within each ward section,
the streets are not listed alphabetically. They are listed in the order in which the
council official surveyed the suburb. (This was generally the same for each
subsequent year.) Within each street section, each side is listed separately.

i.e. north side, then south side or east side, then west side.

1. Start at the most recent year available in the rate books. Locate the street in the
alphabetical listing at the beginning of each ward section.

2. Scroll through entries until the relevant street is found.

3. Identify the property from either its street number or its relative position in the
street. (If unsure, frrst check MMBW plans and directories to establish these.)

4. Copy out the relevant entr], noting the entry number. Compiling a table,
check previous years moving back in steps of 3-5 years. (Use the entry
number to locate the relative position of the property within the earlier rate
books.) If major changes occur, check intervening years to pinpoint when.

5. Check back until only vacant land is listed for the property. The first mention
of a building in the rate book description of the property in following years
will indicate when a buildins was first constructed on the site.



Interpreting the information

Rate books are generally accurate, though minor discrepancies sometimes occur in the
details of occupants and descriptions of properties.

Issues to consider

o The existing building may not be the earliest at a site. Indications of this might be
a change from a timber to brick, or a house might replace stables on a property.

o Most streets were initially unnumbered, and numbering commonly changed.
o Has the name of the street been changed?

o Has the property always had its current boundaries? There may be no listing of
vacant land for a site because it was part of a larger block that was subdividled.
Check to see whether the number of listings in a street suddenly increased in a
given year.

As suburbs developed, the large allotments sold in the initial crown land sales were
typically subdivided, thus increasing the number rateable properties in later years.

Where to find them

North Melbourne, Melbourne and Malvern rate books are held on microfiche at
Genealogy section, Ia Trobe Library, (state Library of victoria. )
Local Libraries

(North Melbourne holds rate books for North Merbourne 1g55-1905 and for
Melbourne 1845-1910.)
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Online Resources 
 

State Library of Victoria 
The online catalogue may be used to search the State Library’s massive collections including 
manuscript and photographic material.  Entering the search terms ‘MMBW’ and your street name will 
bring up MMBW plans showing your inner-city street.   

www.slv.vic.gov.au  
 

Australian Architectural Index 
Online database of architectural references in Melbourne newspapers, journals and other sources.   

www.mileslewis.net/australian-architectural.html  
 

Melbourne I-Heritage Database 
The City of Melbourne has commissioned heritage studies since the early 1980s and now has an 
invaluable collection of heritage information for more than 8000 places within the municipality, 
which is available online. 

www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/BuildingandPlanning/Planning/heritageplanning/Pages/iHeritage.aspx  
 

Picture Australia 
This is the largest online database of digitised Australian pictorial collections, accessible through a 
single search engine.  

www.pictureaustralia.org  

 

Other Resources 
 
Burchett Index 
Melbourne City Council's Notices of Intention to Build (NOITB), are held at the Victorian Public 
Records Office (as VPRS 9288), The 39,000 original records cover the period 1850-1916, but for the 
Fitzroy area the records terminate in 1870. In about 1980, Winston Burchett produced a card index of 
about 15,000 of the more significant records. 

This index is accessible in microfiche form at the State Library of Victoria and the Public Records 
Office of Victoria, and in card form at the Department of Transport Library (Infralib) at 121 
Exhibition Street, Melbourne (appointments only 9655 8600).  
 

Land Victoria 
Historic titles and parish plans will show sequence of land subdivision and ownership for properties.  
These are available at Land Victoria’s central offices at: 

Level 9, 570 Bourke Street, Melbourne 3000.   (open 8:30 am to 4:00pm Monday to Friday).  


