
BUCKING THE TREND

It’s not often a club reopens after more than 
a decade, but for one Sydney club unlocking 
the value of their land has paid dividends.  
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IMAGINE WAITING 12 years to reopen a 
club, only for it to coincide with the biggest 
global health pandemic in a generation. 

That’s exactly what happened to The 
Manly Club, on Sydney’s Northern Beaches, 
whose members waited 4000 days for their 
beloved club to resume trading, only for 
the doors to reopen amid a recession and 
stringent COVID-19 restrictions.  

But when you’re talking about a CEO 
and Board so committed to the cause that 
board meetings were held every month 
for 12 years despite a closed club, regular 
setbacks and some dark days, a pandemic 
was never really going to derail their plans. 

Formerly known as the Manly Civic 
Club, it first opened in the late 1940s as 
a businessmen’s club, starting out as an 
exclusive venue targeted at those in the 
upper echelons of society. 

In the ensuing decades, the Club 
transitioned into a more diverse 
membership, appealing to a wider 
demographic and enjoying success. 

However, in 1984 the introduction of the 
random breath test marked the beginning 
of the decline of the once thriving venue. 

Cash flow increasingly dried up and 
while the Club attempted to try and 
modernise with an internal refurbishment, 
the introduction of smoking restrictions in 
the mid 2000s was the final straw – and so, 
the doors closed in 2008. 

For the majority of clubs, that would 
sadly be the end of the story – but not so 
on this occasion, thanks to a dedicated 
team of volunteers and a committed 
Chief Executive in Ron Malm who worked 
for more than a decade to get the Club 
back open. 

Key to its success was a lucrative 
property deal which has seen the 
construction of 38 one, two and three-
bedroom apartments built on top of a 
brand-new club. 

“After a couple of years being closed 
it became obvious to us that we were 
under capitalised and that we needed 
a joint development partner to get the 
development done,” says Ron. 

“After much searching we found 
NewQuest property. We had a joint 
venture agreement drawn up whereby we 
retained the land, which was a comfort for 
our members.” 

The other issue to grapple with 
was working within the confines of the 
restrictions associated with having a 
heritage listed building, with Ron and his 
Board having to liaise closely with the 
local council to come to an acceptable 
arrangement. 

“The real challenge is the location of the 
block,” explains Ron. “Because of the angle 
of the thing, it takes up a fair bit of area. 

“Once the council worked out how 

much of it we had to keep, we could then 
work with how best to use it, and because 
we had to keep it, we made a feature of it.” 

The end result is the ‘Auckland Garage’, 
a café/restaurant area, which also features 
an alfresco dining area. 

The rest of the Club contains a 
bar, gaming, bistro and quiet lounge 
area, with 10 beers on tap and modern 
Australian cuisine being served up to 
members and guests. 

With parking at a premium in Manly, 
the 20-space underground car park is 
sure to come in handy, with a lift that 
brings patrons straight up to the Club’s 
reception area. 

As would be expected, with the brand-
new venue comes a rebrand, aiming to 
appeal to a much younger demographic 
than the original Club. 

“The old Club had a bit of a reputation 
as being ‘God’s waiting room’, and we 
wanted to appeal to a younger audience,” 
says Ron. 

“We felt the word ‘Civic’, although 
associated with the origins of the Club, was 
a rather ‘old’ world.  

“So, we registered two trading names: 
‘The Manly Club on Gilbert Park’ and ‘The 
Garage on Gilbert Park’. Hopefully over 
time it will become known as either ‘The 
Manly Club’ or “The Garage’.” 

Twelve years on from the doors being 
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closed, it’s a monumental achievement for 
Ron and his dedicated Board. 

“Relief and joy are two words that come 
to mind,” says Ron. 

“Given the amount of time there are 
several groups of people, particularly 
directors, who worked very hard and 
often in difficult circumstances to get 
us to this point. 

“Even though we were not open for 
trade, we still functioned as a club, with 
regular monthly board meetings and an 
annual general meeting every year. 

“What is particularly difficult for me is 
over the years I have developed a lot of 
friendships with members and directors, 
quite a few of whom are now no longer with 
us and cannot enjoy the new club facilities. 
I often wish they were all here to see it.” 

Credit must also go to the members, who 
patiently waited for more than a decade to 
have their local club back open again. 

“We are eternally grateful to those 
members who paid their membership 
fees in 2009, and renewed again in 2019,” 
says Ron. “Without the members, there is 
no Club.” 

And Ron has a message to other clubs, 
particularly those who may be facing 
a bleak future as a result of the current 
uncertain times. 

“Some clubs are asset rich but 
cash flow poor, so it may be that your 
assets, particularly your land, are being 
underutilised,” he says. 

“Have a vision, look at your assets, do 
your feasibilities and don’t be afraid to take 
advice from the experts.” 

The Manly Club now has a 3000-strong 
membership and employs 47 people, 
which Ron describes as “really satisfying”. 

After all the blood sweat and tears of 
the past 12 years, it’s a simple thing that 
brings a smile to Ron’s face. 

“What I enjoy most is on a busy night 
just sitting in a corner and watching the 
happiness in the place,” he says. 

A sense of happiness that will hopefully 
be there for decades to come. ■

What I enjoy most is on a 
busy night just sitting in a 
corner and watching the 
happiness in the place.

- Ron Malm
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