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TAREE SOLDIERS MEMORIAL CLOCK 

 World War 1 (1914 – 1918) became a turning point for how Australians viewed 
themselves as an emerging nation.  For the first time, the colonies had acted as one nation in 
an international conflict.  They had performed with distinction, made more valid by the fact 
that the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) was the only volunteer army to participate in the war 
under their own flag.1  Australia sent 331,781 young men to the battlefields of Europe and the 
Middle East where approximately 60,000 lost their lives.  Of the returning soldiers, 151,003 
were declared medical fit while 113,370 were diagnosed as unfit from wounds and/or diseases 
received abroad.2  Australia had paid a heavy price for its involvement in the Great War.   

 How were the fallen warriors to be remembered by the communities they came from 
and how were the returning soldiers to be recognised by their communities?  These questions 
were asked well before the war ended but not encouraged by the Federal Government.  From 
October 1916, a regulation under the War Precautions Act prohibited appeals unauthorised by 
State War Councils for any monument or memorial costing more than ₤25.  It was feared that 
more expensive monuments would be ‘such a drain upon the community’s resources as to 
seriously affect other more urgent patriotic effort’.3       

 The War Memorial Movement began in earnest as soon as the guns fell silent as each 
community sought to create a monument to stand as a ‘community’s statement of 
bereavement, pride and thanks-giving’.4  Some communities were quick off the mark.  In 1917, 
Thirroul (near Wollongong) formed a committee to raise funds for a memorial fountain which 
was completed 18 months after the war finished.5  Most tributes took longer.  Wingham and 
Cundletown unveiled their memorials in 1924, Taree a year later.  Each community had to 
address the following considerations: the region or district the memorial would represent; how 
to finance it; what form should the memorial take; and where should it be placed.   

 Parochial frictions could, and did, make the process a difficult one for some 
communities.  The Northern Champion, dated 28 May 1922, informed Taree residents that on 
the previous Tuesday night a meeting was held in the Taree Literary Institute ‘for the purpose 
of arranging for a Soldiers’ Memorial’ but this was not the first meeting held on the matter.    

 In the past, meetings have been called and many schemes and proposals put 
 forward, but there has been such a difference of opinion as to what form the 
 memorial should take that there has not been sufficient supporters of any 
 particular scheme to carry it through. 

At this meeting, a Soldiers’ Memorial Committee was formed.  Mayor W.P. Chapman was 
elected president of the committee, Mr. W. Jamieson its’ secretary and Mr. S. Whitbread, 
treasurer.  Others on the executive committee were Mesdames Firth, Moir, Buchann and 
Nurse Cummins; the Manning Shire President; the aldermen of Taree; councillors of A and C 
Ridings of the Shire and Messrs. Postle, Hole, Haddon, Walker, Tyson and Muldoon, ‘each one 
pledge himself or herself to do everything possible to further the objects of the committee’.  It 
was moved that a subscription be opened to finance the memorial.  Its form and location 
would be decided at a later date. 

                                                           
1 The Indian Army was also a volunteer force but they fought under the British Flag. 
2 www.static.awm.gov.au/images/collection/pdf/RCDI, pp.880, 883. 
3 Ken Inglis, Sacred Places:  War Memorials in the Australian Landscape, Carlton (VIC), 2008, p.114. 
4 Ibid., p.118. 
5 Ibid., pp.119-120 
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 What was interesting about this article were the ideas and arguments surrounding the 
construction of the memorial.  That it needed to be built was not in question.  As the Mayor 
informed the meeting: 

 It was one of the many duties we owed to the soldiers of this district who had 
 answered their country’s call.  It is only right that we should erect some memorial 
 to perpetuate their memory.  Strangers to the town may think that we have been 
 slow in recognising what they have done.6 

 One of the first questions the new committee had to decide was the area the 
memorial would represent.  Should it be confined to the Municipality of Taree or extended to 
other areas of the district?  Tied to this question was the area subscriptions could be expected 
to come from.  It was noted that Wingham and the Upper Manning had already moved to build 
a Soldiers’ Memorial Town Hall in Wingham while the people of Cundletown had decided to 
erect a combined Memorial  Hall/School of Arts building.  The Mayor and Mr. W. Thomson 
were in favour of including Purfleet, Glenthorne, Kolodong, Tinonee, Lansdowne and the 
Lower Manning in the catchment area of Taree’s memorial.  Mr. L.O. Martin had a different 
view.  He believed that Taree’s memorial should be for the whole of the district.   

 They look to Taree and we should not shirk our responsibility.  Whatever form  
 the memorial takes, we ought to look for something that represents the district . . . 
 Taree is the centre of the district and when the small memorials have passed away, 
 we want to have something in their place as a monument forever for our 
 descendants to look upon.7 

He moved a motion that Taree’s memorial should record the enlistments of Manning Shire 
Ridings A and C.  This was carried by the committee but as events will show, people outside 
the area of Taree Municipal Council had other ideas.8     

 The form of the memorial would be influenced by its location and visa versa but 
neither was decided at this meeting.  Many schemes had been suggested previously including 
a Soldiers’ Club, a Memorial Hall and River Street improvements.  At this meeting Mr. F. Postle 
proposed that gates be erected at the park (presumably Taree Park) ‘with a provision for the 
inscription of all the names of those fallen from the Manning District and with platforms 
suitable for the mounting of the trophy guns which we have’.9  Mr. Thomson argued for the 
advantages of a more central location in the hub of Taree.   

 We could have the electricity on and we have hopes of a water supply and when 
 that materialises we could have the water on also; it is in the town where people 
 will see it.  The tourists coming through will not have to go to the park to see the 
 memorial.10 

Clearly, Mr Thomson envisaged a monument which might include light and water features and 
perhaps become a tourist attraction.   

                                                           
6 28 May 1922, Northern Champion. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Manning Shire Council was divided into three sections or ridings.  Riding A covered north of the Lower 
 Manning River, Riding C south of the Lower Manning River and Riding B covered the Upper 
 Manning area, west of Wingham.  4 February 1914, Wingham Chronicle.   
9 28 May 1922, Northern Champion. 
10 Ibid. 
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 Should a memorial be a monument or a utility?  Should a memorial have a single 
purpose (to commemorate the fallen warriors) or a dual purpose (to be both useful to the 
community and to remember those who served in the war)?  This matter was much debated in 
post-war Australia.  Were the two compatible?  Believers in traditional monuments argued 
they were not.  Permanency was one concern.   

 Hospitals and halls, moreover, would be at the mercy of progress.  ‘Will these 
 utilitarian objects survive the expansion of suburb, of town, or of city?’ asked a 
 correspondent in the Melbourne Herald.  They might be pulled down and rebuilt, 
 and so lacked the permanence, the capacity to address posterity, that was an 
 essential feature of a monument.  Or the origin of an amenity might simply be 
 forgotten, its meaning could evaporate.11 

A more fundamental objection was that only a thoroughly monumental form could inspire in 
the community the sentiments appropriate for commemorating their dead.  Ariah Park, in the 
NSW Riverina District, chose the figure of a soldier on a pedestal simply inscribed with the 
names of the dead and the declaration that they had fought for liberty and justice.  To those 
who had argued for a hospital or memorial hall, the committee’s president replied that the 
town’s choice ‘stood to prove that we of this generation were a religious people, with minds 
superior to matter’.12   

 However, utilitarian memorials were in keeping with new thinking around 
remembering and honouring the dead through a ‘living’ (and useful) memorial.  ‘The world had 
enough monuments to the dead; let commemoration be devoted to the living’.13  This view 
was expressed by “Pro Liberis” who, in a letter to the editor of the Northern Champion, 
favoured the construction of a children’s ward at the Manning River District Hospital. 

 Our boys fought and died nobly for the maintenance of our Liberty and that of 
 Posterity and what more fitting Memorial could we contemplate than a structure 
 designed to protect and preserve that most valuable National Asset, a Child’s  
 Life – the very essence and hope of the future Australian race.14 

Utilitarian objects were also attractive to state and municipal politicians especially when 
applied to such necessities as hospitals and community halls.  A pound raised by subscribers to 
a memorial fund was a pound less taken out of rates and taxes.   

 If the community chose a monument to remember their soldiers, choosing the site of 
the memorial was also an issue.  The preferred site was the most prominent and accessible to 
the public but it must also be seen as ‘common ground’ by the community at large.  Land 
donated by a religious body or a private person might not be seen as neutral ground by 
everyone in the town.  St. John’s Memorial Hall (Taree) would have been seen as an Anglican 
memorial and not representative of the town’s aspirations.  The most common locations for 
monumental memorials were publicly owned spaces such as the town’s park and central 
intersections, or outside post offices, town halls or schools.       

 In one year, Taree citizens had raised (through subscriptions) almost ₤455.  The 
committee was aiming for ₤1,000.  Most subscriptions came from Taree, Glenthorne and 
Purfleet.  Other centres were supporting their own memorials yet the committee was still 

                                                           
11 Inglis, Sacred Places, p.132. 
12 Ibid., p.132. 
13 Ibid., p.131. 
14 1 December 1923, Northern Champion. 
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considering the inclusion of Shire Ridings A and C in the catchment area for the memorial.15  
The community’s apathy and lack of progress was later commented on by the Manning River 
Times.  ‘When they (the Memorial Committee) called public meetings, very few beside 
themselves attended.’16  The executive committee had to play ‘practically a loan hand’.      

 By January 1924, the decision was made to hold a ballot for subscribers (past and 
present) to vote on a number of options for Taree’s Soldiers’ Memorial, ‘the polling booth to 
be at the Municipal Council Chambers, and that each 1/- subscribed shall entitle the subscriber 
to one vote’.17  The ballot was to close on Thursday, 14 February 1924, and the results to be 
announced at a fund raising concert organised for 19 February.  The four options were:  a 
street monument at the intersection of Manning and Victoria Streets; memorial gates and arch 
at the park; a children’s ward; and a clock tower at a site selected by the council.   

 At the same meeting, it was announced that cash in hand was ₤473, including almost 
₤24 received by Nurse Cummins from a ‘Cheero’ concert at Wingham on condition that the 
names of soldiers from the Shire’s B Riding were included on the memorial but this request 
was not accepted by the committee and the money returned.18 

 A meeting of returned soldiers announced they preferred a town clock to be erected 
on a site selected by Taree Municipal Council as the ‘most fitting form for a memorial’.  A 
children’s ward was rejected because there were concerns that if the Government was asked 
to contribute pound for pound for the ward, the local citizens would lose control over the 
project with the government making the decisions about the ‘design and fitting up of the 
ward‘.19 

 At a very successful concert (which included music, singing, eurythmic dancing, the 
Silver Bell Minstrels and a pantomime based on Little Red Riding Hood), the results of the 
ballot were announced:  street monument 568 votes; park gates 457; town clock 7,174; and 
children’s ward 1,173 (total votes 9,372).20  Taree citizens had opted for a memorial clock in 
the main street which would be both monumental and utilitarian.  It would act as a permanent 
time piece for the town’s citizens but on Anzac Day it would be the focus of commemoration, a 
place to remember those who had made the ultimate sacrifice.   

 The concert had raised ₤127 which brought cash in hand to ₤657.  In April 1924, 
designs for the clock were called for.  It would be a four-faced, electronically controlled, non-
striking clock with a four foot face and room for 400 names, costing no more than ₤750.21  By 
November, a tender by Edstein & Sons had been accepted and the committee had compiled a 
list of those who had enlisted from Taree and its immediate vicinity during WWI.  These names 
were printed in the Northern Champion and the public were invited to correct or add eligible 
names not appearing on the list.22  Looking at the list, it appeared that the committee had 
finally decided to restrict names to Taree and its immediate vicinity. 

 Taree Soldiers Memorial Clock was unveiled on 6th June 1925 (a Saturday afternoon) 
by Major-General Charles Cox, known as ‘Fighting Charlie’ due to his participation in the Boer 

                                                           
15 23 June 1923, Northern Champion. 
16 10 June 1925, Manning River Times.   
17 26 January 1924, Northern Champion. 
18 Ibid. 
19 13 February 1924, Northern Champion. 
20 1 March 1924, Northern Champion. 
21 16 April 1924, Northern Champion.  Edstein’s bid was for ₤900 according to original documents 
 held at Manning Valley Historical Society. 
22 29 November 1924, Northern Champion. 
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War (South Africa), Gallipoli and the Middle East, and from 1919 a Nationalist Senator for 
NSW.23  The Salvation Army Band accompanied the hymns.  The Manning River Times gave this 
description of the clock. 

 Its job is to keep correct time for 24 hours a day and everyone hopes it will continue 
 to do so for quite a long time.  Low down towards the base is the master clock whose 
 long pendulum worked by electric cells, keeps up a steady beat and regulates other 
 works on a platform level with the faces.  These works drives the hands.  There are 
 no springs to wind, and apparently very little to get out of order in the whole 
 mechanism.  And it will  require practically no personal attention.  The running cost 
 will thus be very small,  despite “the overtime” worked, and industrial upheavals of 
 arbitration awards have no effect upon the arrangements.24 

 The four faces give the time to people up and down Victoria and Manning Streets. 
 Fishermen and others on the river have a view from the foot of Manning Street.  
 There are no figures on the faces; but as was remarked to one who commented  
 on the fact, “There is no art in being able to tell the time when the figurings are on 
 a clock.”  Most people, of course, know where the figures should be.  The faces on 
 the clock are of opal glass, and inside are four electric lights, which show through 
 and light them up at night.  The one thing that matters is that Taree now has the 
 memorial it owes to the brave lads who went from here to help fight the big battle 
 on the other side of the ocean.  As the monument is, so it will stand for all time and 
 when it is fully paid for the citizens will have nothing to be ashamed of.25 

At the time of completion, ₤300 was still owed which suggested that the memorial clock cost 
between ₤900 and ₤1,000.  Originally the clock was to have a striking apparatus but Taree’s 
citizens failed to find the extra ₤150 to ₤200 (depending on the size and quality of the bell) 
needed to install it.26  They had previously been reminded that, ‘the memorial is not a council 
matter, but one entirely for the public.’27 

 The listing of names on memorials was not a straight forward process.  In one respect 
Australia differed from other countries in that the memorials honoured the men who had 
returned as well as those who had died.  This gave Australian war memorials a ‘character 
distinct from the funerary monument which had been its model’.28  In the smaller suburbs, 
towns and villages it was possible to list them together, sometimes as one body with the dead 
signified by a cross or asterisk.  Alternatively, the dead were list separately on the same 
monument.  Taree Soldiers Memorial Clock followed the later practice.  In Australia, neither 
year of enlistment, place of service nor rank were regarded as necessary for display on 
memorials.  Committees were more inclined to identify the soldiers as civilians rather than as 
members of an army, as befitted a volunteer force.  The most popular form of listing was in 
alphabetical order, ‘giving equal honour to every man commemorated’.29  Taree Soldiers 
Memorial honoured 210 returned men and 36 who lost their lives during the war. 

 Leaving a soldier’s name off the honour roll, could lead to controversy.   In a letter to 
the editor of the Manning River Times, “Onlooker” was most concerned about the absence of 

                                                           
23 Inglis, Sacred Places, p.175. 
24 6 June 1925, Manning River Times. 
25 Ibid. 
26 10 June 1925, Manning River Times. 
27 21 February 1925, Manning River Times. 
28 Inglis, Sacred Places, p.173. 
29 Ibid., p.172. 
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local returned soldiers Tom Knight, Arthur and Harry Towers, ‘Hec’ Halliday, and Percy Salter 
from the honour roll on the Lansdowne Memorial Gates.  After outlining their credentials as 
genuine locals, “Onlooker” continued: 

 According to Mr. Emerton’s committee these products of our district have no  
 claim to be honoured by their relatives and friends in and around our village 
 because their actual place of enlistment was not officially set down as Lansdowne.  
 On the other hand had these men all come here at the time perfect strangers, 
 worked a week or two at the local mill, enlisted from Lansdowne, returned home
 and drifted back to their own home towns, they would all have a right to inclusion 
 on a Lansdowne Roll of Honour.  Truly, Mr. Editor, this is a farce and moreover an 
 injustice and an insult to each and every one of them and their friends, who by  
 their efforts made it possible for the committee to erect the memorial . . .30 

 The names of female nurses and Aboriginal soldiers were also missing from the honour 
roll on Taree’s Soldiers Memorial Clock.  Nurses H. Pankhurst and L. Muscio appeared on the 
Northern Chronicle list but were excluded from the memorial clock’s honour roll.  They were 
not regarded as fighters.  Aborigines were not permitted by law to join the armed forces but 
400 to 500 managed to enlist in the AIF.  Patricia Davis-Hurst identified three Purfleet 
Aborigines who served overseas.  They were Harold (Digger) Maher, William Slater; and Jim 
Slater (who was killed in action).  William (Nip) Simon and Harry Cunningham enlisted from 
Forster. 31 

 Recognition of Manning Valley Aboriginal servicemen, who took part in all wars 
involving Australia, was a slow process.  In 1996, members of the local indigenous community 
approached the Greater Taree City Council and the RSL about placing a memorial plaque listing 
Aboriginal servicemen on Taree Memorial Clock.  This was rejected, as was a request to build a 
small memorial garden in the park.  A plaque was made and hung in the Commonwealth Bank 
for four years before being moved to the Manning Mall Shopping Centre, then to the Anglican 
Church.  In 2007, the principal of Manning Gardens Public School, Ian Reason, permitted the 
building of a memorial wall and garden in the school grounds to commemorate indigenous 
servicemen.  The school has a large number of Aboriginal students.  The plaque was mounted 
on a large rock brought from Saltwater, a place of cultural significance for the Biripi people.32   

 Taree Soldiers Memorial Clock stood proudly at the intersection of Victoria and 
Manning Streets until 1966 when it was moved to Fotheringham Park.  Victoria Street had 
become part of the Pacific Highway and as more and more cars travelled the roads, the clock 
became a traffic hazard.  It was a move that did not please everyone.  In a letter to the Editor 
of the Manning River Times, Mrs Baker (from Cundletown) wrote, ‘Most of the people were 
horrified at such a thought because of the memories for which our clock stands’.  She asked 
how would future children come to know ‘the ideal for which the Memorial clock stands when 
it is torn down from its pedestal? . . . Many have expressed their opinion that Taree would not 
be Taree were such a thing to happen’.33  A petition containing about 1,020 signatures was 
forwarded but to no avail.   

 One problem with the Taree’s Soldiers Memorial Clock was the lack of space for the 
names of soldiers who served in conflicts after WWI - the war to end all wars.  Honour rolls for 

                                                           
30 5 June 1929, Manning River Times. 
31 22 November 1924, Northern Champion.  Patricia Davis-Hurst, Sunrise Station Revisited, self- 
 published, 2010, pp.77-78. 
32 Ibid., pp.91-93. 
33 22 October 1963, Manning River Times. 
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WWII, Korea, Malaya – Borneo, Vietnam and Peace Keeping Forces were kept inside the RSL 
Club in Pulteney Street but these could not readily be seen or appreciated by the whole 
community.34  Extensive repairs and renovations needed in 1998 provided the opportunity to 
rectify this.  Six granite covered columns, etched with the names of local soldiers who served in 
all war zones and peace keeping missions since WWI, now flank the memorial clock in a park 
setting facing the river.35  While it may have lost some of its utilitarian function as a town 
timepiece, its current location offers a more appropriate, and accessible, setting in which to 
remember and commemorate our local servicemen and women who were sent to war by our 
nation, some paying the ultimate price.   

Author: Katherine Bell 
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