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Stirling House turns 100 

Compiled by Robyn Taylor and Beth Frayne. 

 

The refurbished Stirling House, the former home of the Toodyay Club for gentlemen in 

the Toodyay district, and more recently the (fmr) Empire Tea Rooms, has just opened its 

doors for business as a pizzaria and restaurant named Uncle Vince's. As this year is 

almost over, we thought it appropriate to provide a history of the building to celebrate 

its 100th birthday. The following has been based on several sources, but there is much 

more to find out as this building has had a very varied life. 

 The land on which it stands was purchased from Mary Ann Wood in 1907 by Messrs 

Quinlan, Hamersley, Phillips, Connor and Piesse, presumably as Trustees for the Club. In 

December of that year tenders for the erection of the Toodyay Club were considered by 

the Club's building committee. This was to be a fine building and Perth architect Richard 

Joseph Dennehy was duly appointed to design and draw up the plans. The tender 

submitted by local builder James Meredith of Newcastle won the contract, and according 

to the Newcastle Herald work was to proceed at once. Unfortunately, a search in this 

local newspaper for a specific date when the place was opened has so far proved elusive. 

We think it may have been in August. There is a reference in June 1908 that it was 

nearly completed and that the Club's secretary C M Lukin was applying to the Newcastle 

Licensing Court for a certificate, presumably for the sale of alcohol. The Club ’s former 

premises were vacant by September 1908. 

The Club was fortunate in its choice of architect Richard Dennehy who was responsible 

for a number of very fine buildings. During 1907-08 he was involved with the building of a 

convent and presbytery at Beverley, and the very upmarket Moana Café in Hay Street, 

Perth. A description of the latter building indicates this was a very stylish two-storey 

establishment with the most modern equipment and furnishings including beautiful 

stained glass windows. Attractive art nouveau designed windows, and fireplaces are also a 

feature of Stirling House. According to J S Battye's Cyclopedia of Western Australia, 

Moana Café was 'acknowledged from an architectural point of view to be the finest in the 



ToodyaYesterday 

Toodyay Historical Society                                           2                From Duidgeeana No. 6, Nov Dec 2008 B 
 

Commonwealth'. This is high praise indeed! Certainly Stirling House exhibits a degree of 

refinement befitting a gentlemen's club. Earlier in his career Dennehy had an established 

practice in the eastern states, but like many architects who were affected by the 

depression there, he decided to try his luck in Western Australia. He arrived in 1896 

during the gold boom. He was responsible for a number of public and private buildings in 

Perth as well as in the country regions and especially the goldfields where his name was 

well known. Toodyay is very fortunate to have an example of Dennehy's work.  

 

             

Above: Stirling House, 2008.  The stained glass window (above) differs in style from the 

art nouveau designed glass surrounding the main entrance and an interior door.  (Photos: 

Robyn Taylor) 

The land for the narrow bowling green that was established on the east side of the 

building was purchased in 1910 from Mary Ann Wood ’s estate. This area is now a right of 

way. The Toodyay Club became incorporated in 1923, and the land titles recorded this 

change of status. No doubt there were celebrations in the Club building in 1955, when the 

Club itself celebrated the 50th Anniversary of its creation in 1905. In 1975, the Toodyay 

Club was thinking about amalgamating with the Toodyay Bowling Club and finding more 

modern premises. On 3 December 1976, the last Ladies Night was held in the old building, 

and on 12 February 1977, the new Toodyay Club building was officially opened in 

Oddfellows Street. 

But what of the fate of the original Toodyay Club building? Around October 1976, the 

Shire of Toodyay Council bought the building from the Club for $33,000 and commenced 

alterations to suit the building’s new role as a Civic cum Medical Centre. The following 

year, in August, a doctor’s surgery was to open in the front portion of the building, after 
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renovations by the Shire. Dr Dyer was the new doctor. The next month a caretaker was 

employed at the new Toodyay Youth Hostel. At the time, the Toodyay Tourist Centre had 

received donations of items to furnish the hostel, which was situated at the rear of the 

building in the former Toodyay Club Manager’s quarters. During the following years a 

dentist and the Silver Chain service were also located in the building. 

In July 1980, the Shire of Toodyay decided to upgrade and renovate the medical 

facilities in the old Club building, rather than build a health and welfare facility facing 

School Road. In 1984, the YHA withdrew from its arrangement of running the Hostel in 

the rear of the building, but the Toodyay Tourist Centre offered to take it over as an 

Associate Hostel.  

In April 1992, when the medical services moved to the new Alma Beard Medical Centre, 

the old building took on a new role as the location of purveyors of fine cuisine. By 2 April 

1993, Lyn and Adrian Bolton had moved their Emma’s Restaurant over the road into the 

Club’s former Billiard Room. At some stage, the Shire sold the building to artist-restorer 

Rosemary Brebner, who restored some of the original grandeur of the building and also 

opened the Toojeep Art/Gallery Restaurant in the Billiard Room. In 1995, John Rowe 

refurbished the Club rooms and started the Stirling House Restaurant, and TC ’s Take-

away. The restaurant changed hands in 1998. At various times the front rooms have been 

occupied by a real estate agent, the Toodyay Tourist Bureau and a florist. In 1998, 

Michael and Rosemary Madacsi bought Stirling House and transformed the rear rooms 

into a fine bed and breakfast establishment, the River Valley Lodge Guesthouse. A gift 

shop extension was added to the frontage. Then we saw another front room 

transformation with the opening, in August 2001, of the Cola Café and Museum, featuring 

Brian Dawes’ famous Cola memorabilia collection. When the Café moved to its current 

premises in 2007, the Madacsis set up the Empire Tea Rooms. Now there has been 

another change, and on 28 November 2008 Uncle Vince's Pizza Bar and Restaurant 

opened.  

The old Toodyay Club building has played many roles, not all mentioned above, but it is 

looking forward to a new lease of life with its current new owners Carolyn and Alan Rose. 

Happy 100th Birthday, old Toodyay Club! 

Sources: Jack Hammer’s notes from the THS Archives, and primary sources such as 

Shire Council minutes, newspaper and journal articles. Land title information supplied by 

Rosemary Madacsi. 


