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ORBOST’S HAT FACTORY
1947-1952/53 - Part 2
The Hat Factory Story continued . . . .
At the Orbost Factory, straw and felt hats were
steamed, blocked or shaped and trimmed before being
sold through the major stores in Melbourne and
interstate, such as Myer’s and David Jones.
The hat at left is a product of the local Hat Factory
and was donated to the Historical Society by Lorna
Hines. This hat is a treasured item in our collection and
is on display at the Museum. However it should be
noted that this hat has not been blocked or formed.
Whereas the straw boater hat in the lower picture
was made in Flinders Street, Melbourne by Lincoln,
Stuart & Co. Ltd, about 1908. It has been shaped by
heating, placed onto a block and pressed, stiffened,
lined, machined and trimmings added.
Orme Andrews Ladies’ Wear was the only store in
Orbost to stock the locally produced Stuart Hats. Jill
Shanahan who worked there with Mrs Boyd, wife of
’Snowy’ Boyd who worked at the Hat Factory, recalls
that each year they stocked a summer and winter range
of hats.
Only one colour of each style of hat was stocked but
the factory would do specific orders for other colours if
requested.
The spring range was a busy time as it included a
range of Melbourne Cup hats.
Orme Andrews Ladies’ Wear department closed on
Saturday, July 17, 1965, but the Men’s Wear section
continued on under the management of Cleve Andrews.
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PROPERTY OWNERS
31 STANLEY STREET, ORBOST

‘Snowy River Mail’
Wednesday, December 22, 1948

‘Snowy River Mail’
Wednesday, August 16, 1950

Information provided by Joan McGuiness:
Certificate of Title was issued to:
23/7/1937 Hilda May Wehner, spinster of
Orbost, for Crown Allotment 3,
Section 42, Parish of Orbost,
County of Croajingolong.
Joint proprietors there after:
5/10/1960 J B Dowie, drycleaner, and
Elizabeth Mary Dowie, married
woman, both of Orbost.
4/6/1982
Antonio Di Bari and Bronwen
Smith, of Tarra Street, Orbost,
hotel employees.
Bronwen ran it as a pottery and
also conducted classes in the big
front room.
1/4/1999

H J & J M McGuinness,
Pardews Lane, Orbost.
Only four owners in almost 80 years.
Hilda Wehner was a bookkeeper and a
sister of Ossie, Ida (Mrs Williams) and Eric
Wehner. She married Charles Hobson who
had a tailoring business next to the Majestic
Theatre in Nicholson Street.

THE DRY CLEANING BUSINESS
Sometime after the Orbost branch of the
Stuart Hat Company closed down and moved
its operations back to Melbourne, Basil Dowie
took over the premises. He moved his dry
cleaning business from Nicholson Street to
the Stanley Street site, opening in January
1954.
At first he rented from Hilda Wehner until
he and his wife, Betty, purchased the property
in 1960.
Basil had purchased the Dry
Cleaning business from Laurie Harrington in
August 1950.
Laurie had worked for Craig’s Orbost Dry
Cleaners who were located opposite
Macarthur’s Office in Nicholson Street,
Orbost. He then started Harrington’s Dry
Cleaners, in Tennyson Street, Orbost, on 3-11949, but the name of the business was
changed to “Snowy River Dry Cleaners” later
that month due to another business with the
same name in Gippsland. After selling the
business to Basil in 1950 he moved to
Melbourne in December 1951.

NOTES FROM A TELEPHONE INTERVIEW WITH
BASIL DOWIE (aged 93) on 16th February 2017.
Basil and his family came to Orbost in 1950 and purchased
J L Harrington’s Dry Cleaning business. He operated the Dry
Cleaners from behind the shop in Nicholson Street until he
moved to the former Hat Factory site at 31 Stanley Street.
The move enabled him to expand the business. The
building on site consisted of a weatherboard shed so
extensions were made to the front which doubled its size. Four
presses, a mangle, flat irons and boilers were purchased and
an office was also added at the front of the premises.
The presses were located in the front section and a concrete
floor was installed in the back part to accommodate the heavy
machinery. Double folding doors and a ramp at the back of the
building enabled access to move or to replace machines as
necessary.
A rose garden and lawn were a feature at the front of the
building and the name Snowy River Dry Cleaners was painted
on the panel across the top of the new front section.
All machines had to be converted to DC power as the supply
came from the Butter Factory, however, these machines were
very noisy. When SEC power came to Orbost in 1962 the old
machines had to be replaced with new ones which were much
quieter, and exhaust fans were installed in the roof to assist
with ventilation.
The 240 volt DC power from the Butter Factory caused
electrolysis in the water pipes and to overcome this problem
copper lines had to be put in.
Items for dry cleaning could be left and collected from either
the factory in Stanley Street or the shop next to what then was
the Athens Cafe in Nicholson Street.
As well there were depots at Bonang, Cabbage Tree, Cann
River (Woolley’s Store), Delegate, Lakes Entrance, Mallacoota
and Nowa Nowa, which were serviced by mail bus or petrol
tanker transport.
For a time there was opposition from Searles’ Dry Cleaners
who had an agency run by Mrs Jack Ryan. Their dry cleaning
was all done at their Bairnsdale premises so did not have much
impact on the business.
Basil and family lived next door to the factory which was
very convenient as he had to light the boilers at 6 a.m. in
preparation for each working day.
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The Dowie family were the first in Orbost to
have television reception from Melbourne
channels. A pole was erected in the factory
yard next door to the residence with a television
antenna to a height of 130 feet. The pole was
13 feet into the ground. Dicken’s electrical shop
experimented with television sets and boosters
until a satisfactory reception was received from
Melbourne, and the local Gippsland channel,
GLV10, transmitting from Mount Tassie.
Basil was involved in a variety of community
organisations during his time at Orbost. He was
a member of the Orbost Rotary Club, serving as
president in 1962-63. He played the cornet as a
member of the Orbost Brass Band and was one
of the instigators in reforming the band in 1961
after it had folded during the war. Under
bandmaster, Alf Barling, Basil was secretary
and treasurer of the newly reformed band for 2
years, then treasurer for a further 6 years. He
helped in procuring instruments for the band
and took part in Anzac Day marches, as well as
filling in with the Bairnsdale band.
Another interest was Basil’s involvement with
the Aero Club. Others involved at the time were
David Nixon, Max Lynn, Frank McCoy and
Margaret Adams. They put a lot of effort into
upgrading the airport at Marlo as well as
organising Air pageants. In July 1966 Basil,
David, Max and Frank were presented with their
“wings” at a passing out parade at the Latrobe
Valley airfield. Then as members of the Orbost
Flight of the Latrobe Valley Aero Club, Basil and
Pat Leo, became fully licensed private pilots in
December 1967.
Basil moved to Sale in 1974 and Ian Bowie
took over the Dry cleaners for a time before it
closed.
In June 1982 the premises were sold to
Antonio Di Bari and Bronwen Smith. For a time
Chel Velden from Nowa Nowa rented the
premises for his Trading Company, later
Bronwen ran it as a pottery and gallery,
conducting classes in the large front room.
In 1999 Harry and Joan McGuinness
purchased the property and after renovations
converted it to a private residence.

Dry Cleaning Bag designs

‘Snowy River Mail’
Wednesday, October 24, 1951

‘Snowy River Mail’
Wednesday, January 19, 1983

SNOWY RIVER DRY CLEANERS
Some of the employees who worked at the
Dry Cleaners both at the factory and the shop
in Nicholson Street next to the Athens Cafe.
Lindsay Martin
John Thomas
Helen Martin
George Thomas
Marilyn Mundy
Marlene Heyne

Kevin Archer
____ Martin
Margaret Mitchell
Maureen _______
Ivy Hammond
Joyce Thomas

Additional names would be appreciated.

The following are acknowledged for their contributions
and assistance with this Newsletter: Marilyn Morgan, Jill
Shanahan, Barb Duncan, Lyn Helmers (nee Dowie), Basil
Dowie, Noreen and Lindsay Thomson, Rose-marie and
Joan McGuinness, and Mr and Mrs Edwards.
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Photographs and information on this page provided by Joan McGuinness

View from Stanley Street - Showing the double entry doors and the
room where the Dry Cleaning was done. This room had a row of
perhaps 8 or 9 power points set along the long interior wall at about
waist height. This was one big room, we created the hallway. Under
the deck and steps there is a long concrete ramp to the front doors.
The front yard was mostly gravel. There is a gate in the paling fence
near the carport/shed which leads into the yard of the house next
door where the owner/manager lived. Photo taken May 1999.

View from Stanley Street - Showing the Office section. It had two
windows, making it very hot in summer. We changed most of the
windows in the house. Can also see the sheet tin on the roof where
the sign advertising the Laundry and Dry Cleaning business was
painted. Photo taken early 2000.

Back section - East Wall. We changed the window on left for a half
glazed door. Photo taken later part of 1999.

Interior - Looking west. Concrete slab and gutter. After the cleanup we divided this area into rooms. Photo taken early 2000.

Interior - Looking north and west. The gap at roof line filled in with
weatherboards. Photo taken sometime in 2000.

Harry standing near the industrial switchboard.
All the electrical wiring replaced with domestic
standard. Photo taken early 2000.

Interior - Looking east and south. A very small kitchen was behind
the partition and the heavy beam is supported by sawn posts. The
floor is of wide hardwood floorboards. Photo taken early 2000.

This little shed was
demolished and we built a
pergola on the concrete
slab. Photo - later part
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Men’s & Women’s toilets along the back fence. Photo
taken later part of 1999.

