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TOODYAY RSL SUB-BRANCH — 100TH ANNIVERSARY CELEBRATIONS 

Statement 

HON DARREN WEST (Agricultural — Parliamentary Secretary) [5.22 pm]: On Saturday, 5 October, I had 
the distinct pleasure of being invited to attend the Toodyay RSL Sub-branch 100th anniversary celebrations in the 
beautifully decorated Toodyay Memorial Hall. During the night, I was touched by the history of the branch given 
by Mrs Beth Frayne from Toodyay, who is a local historian, member of the branch and one of those people in the 
Toodyay community who gets a lot of things done. I thought it was pertinent for me to read the history of the 
Toodyay sub-branch to members in the house because it is a very fascinating story. 

The Toodyay sub-branch has worked tirelessly for 100 years, on behalf of serving and ex–service personnel and 
their families, on welfare and advocacy issues. It has kept alive the sacrifices that service personnel make through 
commemoration events, such as Anzac Day, Vietnam Veterans Day and Remembrance Day. It has acted as custodian 
of Anzac Park on behalf of the community and has focused on educating and encouraging the youth of today 
through award and scholarship programs. Beth intended to follow President Peter Brennan’s summary on the night 
with just a few examples to highlight his words, but first I will touch on the sub-branch’s beginnings. 

The Toodyay sub-branch recognises its foundation date as 7 October 1919, because this is the date recorded in its 
charter—and thus it had a centenary function on 5 October. The sub-branch was probably formed on 22 January 1919 
at a meeting of returned soldiers at the Toodyay Road Board chambers. The new body’s name was in the Toodyay 
branch of the Returned and Services League of Australia. The following month one of the members, stockman 
Michael Heffernan, attended a welcome home event in Toodyay as a representative of the Toodyay branch of the 
Returned Sailors and Soldiers Imperial League of Australia. The new branch initially met in local pubs, but progressed 
to the Toodyay newsagency, then to the CWA hall, the town hall and, much later again, to the Toodyay Club. 

There were a few firsts, including the first Toodyay RSL president. This was Earl Joseph Wroth, son of Joseph Wroth, 
the Road Board secretary at the time. Earl—often called Joe—a Gallipoli veteran, finished his World War I military 
service in France as a stretcher-bearer and Military Medal recipient. His grandson Charlie Wroth attended the event 
on 5 October. 

Recently, I found a story about Joe in the RSL magazine The Listening Post. The sub-branch’s annual reunion in 
1958 took the form of a Roman banquet at the Toodyay Hall. At this function, state president Bill Lonnie broke 
with tradition and allowed Toodyay president “Mac” Wroth to present a certificate of service to his father Joe, 
acknowledging Joe’s membership and service to the RSL over 38 years. 

The first secretary was clerk Herbert Love, also a Gallipoli veteran. His first job was to organise the first WA Returned 
Soldiers’ Appeal in Toodyay. Fundraising for this appeal saw the new members and their ladies’ committee selling 
refreshments at a Toodyay Race Club meeting in April 1919 and running a dance that night for 80 couples in the 
Toodyay Hall. The first sub-branch deputation presented itself at a Toodyay Road Board meeting in November 1919 
to encourage the Road Board to pay the returned soldiers it employed out of its federal grant the recommended 
amount of 10 shillings and sixpence per day rather than 10 shillings a day. However, not even convening a public 
meeting the following week on the subject could convince the Road Board to change its mind. 
Other deputations followed over the years. In 1929, there was a request to the Road Board to move the war memorial 
to a more public location, which was unsuccessful. In 1934, there was a request to the Road Board to take over the 
care of the memorial park, which was eventually successful. The first Anzac Day service in Toodyay occurred in 
1920, when returned soldiers mustered in uniform at St Stephen’s Anglican Church. Local churches continue this 
tradition of offering annual remembrance services. Of course, the sub-branch played a significant role in the 
establishment of Toodyay’s war memorial. At a public meeting in June 1920, Road Board members were asked to 
form a committee to undertake the task of collecting subscriptions. The president of the RSL Toodyay branch at 
the time, bank clerk Reg MacCallum, said that the returned soldiers would individually help in every way, but that 
as a body, the RSL had to keep out of public affairs such as the raising of funds to erect a memorial. Reg was 
however later asked to join the memorial committee. 
Numerous working bees were undertaken in 1921 to complete works at Toodyay Park in preparation for both the 
memorial and the laying out of new tennis courts. The local paper reported, according to my notes — 

‘there were over 60 workers at the working bee in the Park last Wednesday … workers were busy with 
ploughs, scoops, hoists and drays, whilst the many pick and shovel men were hard at it filling the 
drays … about 150 tons of earth was removed … it was a credit to the district to see volunteers turn out 
in such large numbers.’ 

The memorial unveiling ceremony took place on a hot Sunday, 18 December 1921. The Governor,  
Sir Francis Newdegate, performed the honour in the presence of Lieutenant General Sir Joseph Talbot Hobbs; the 
Premier, Sir James Mitchell; Lady Mitchell; and, of course, many onlookers. There were several attempts to have 
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the war memorial moved to a more central location, such as Stirling Park or Newcastle Park, but the war memorial 
refused to budge. The road that sweeps around the existing Memorial Park was renamed Anzac Avenue in 1964, as 
suggested by the sub-branch, and Memorial Park is now called Anzac Park. The sub-branch, as the custodian of this 
park and its several memorials, has been involved in many projects over the decades to improve and beautify this 
special space, and to refurbish and increase the memorials to those who have served to protect our country. The latest 
and greatest upgrade was opened in 2018. President Peter Burns’ new sub-branch history will relay all the details. 
Although the sub-branch membership was never large in real terms, it had a deep and lasting connection with the 
community. Anzac Day has always drawn substantial crowds, from 300 to 500-plus, to its services. The first 
Anzac Day service held at the new war memorial occurred in 1923, at 3.00 pm, under the command of the local 
RSL president, agricultural inspector Lieutenant Peter Doig, MC, of the 10th Australian Light Horse Regiment. It 
was reported as being impressive, with large numbers present, in spite of the threatening rain clouds. The site, 
although then just a small sandy space surrounded by young gum trees, had beautiful views across the valley. 
As we are talking about the RSL Centenary Ball, we know that an earlier ball has been held. Held on  
21 September 1923, it was not actually called a ball but rather a jazzy “cabaret carnival dance”, held in the 
Toodyay Town Hall. The stage was set up as an up-to-date cafe, an American soft drink bar dispensed drinks and 
new novelties introduced for the dancers included a spot waltz and a twilight waltz. Over the years, the sub-branch 
has organised countless dances, concerts and balls for adults and children, to raise funds for its worthy projects 
and to give the community opportunities to meet and have fun. I found mention of a “Flannel Dance” in 1934, 
a masquerade ball in 1935 and a period ball in 1951. The first Armistice Day celebration was held in the town hall 
on 11 November 1923. The first dawn service was held 10 years later, in 1933—a tradition that continued through 
to 1939, when World War II intervened. The next dawn service was held in 1947. 
Since its very beginning, the sub-branch sought to establish a permanent home in Toodyay. It later established 
a building fund at the end of World War II and as a consequence purchased two lots of land in Stirling Terrace 
in 1948 with a view to constructing a hall and other buildings as a memorial to the fallen. In June 1950, the 
sub-branch president Mac Wroth called the idea of establishing a home “a most cherished project”. For various 
reasons, a dedicated RSL building was not to be just then. RSL funds were donated to the Road Board to further 
the vital community town hall refurbishment project in 1957, with this site becoming Toodyay RSL’s new home 
and meeting place, and renamed the Toodyay Memorial Hall. However, Mac Wroth’s most cherished project idea 
was reborn last year. On 18 May 2018, the shire president and the CEO signed a lease with RSLWA and the 
Toodyay sub-branch for its long-awaited dedicated home at the old shire parks and gardens depot in Clinton Street, 
opposite Anzac Park. This site is currently under transformation. 
Some other firsts include the Toodyay scouts and venturers commencing their first all-night vigil at the memorial 
on Anzac Day eve in 1991.The scouts got breakfast, and, in 1998, all-comers got theirs too, at the first gunfire 
breakfast, which was held under the guidance of president Bruce Prior. 
The sub-branch has always been supported by ladies’ committees in its fundraising ventures. In 1986, the sub-branch 
proudly welcomed its first female service member, Mrs Edna Browne, wife of the president at the time, Max Browne. 
Edna was at the centenary ball in Toodyay the other night. She is one of eight current female members. 

The Toodyay sub-branch of the Returned and Services League has achieved many other important community 
achievements across many years in the community. I was delighted to be invited as a guest of president Peter Brennan. 
It was also great to have the president of the RSLWA, Peter Aspinall, and vice president Donna Prytulak there 
as well. 
Across the Agricultural Region, there are dozens of Returned and Services League clubs that have done tremendous 
work in their communities and are monuments to all those who have served our country in the many conflicts and 
several wars that we have participated in. I thank all those people for their service, particularly those in Toodyay 
for putting on a such a terrific night the other night. The hall was resplendent and it was great to have some life 
back in the old hall again, at a place in which the Toodyay RSL continues to hold gatherings and events. 
The PRESIDENT: Member, I remind you about standing order 36 and the reading of speeches. I was not sure 
whether you were quoting or reading. 
 


	TOODYAY RSL SUB-BRANCH — 100TH ANNIVERSARY CELEBRATIONS
	Statement


