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THE MAJESTIC PICTURE THEATRE
and the HARDY FAMILY - Part 1
Bullock’s Grocery Store

Majestic Picture Theatre

The Majestic Picture Theatre building at 144 Nicholson Street, Orbost, built and operated by Thomas Hardy for 25 years
and then by his son Sydney Hardy following his father’s death. Thomas and his wife, Emily, and family lived in the residence
next door, located between the Theatre and the State Bank. Billboards advertising the pictures can be seen attached to the
front fence of the next-door residence. Sydney was manager of Bullock’s Grocery Store for a number of years.

In November last year, Will Burke, a Year 10 student at Geelong College, contacted the Historical Society
seeking information relating to his Great grandfather, Sydney Hardy, for a project he was undertaking.
Following an exchange of emails, and further research by both Will and the Historical Society, Will provided
the Historical Society with a copy of his 36 page project titled Sydney’s War.
Will’s ongoing interest in his family’s history is to be commended. During a recent visit to Orbost it was a
pleasure to meet and take him and his mother on a conducted tour of the township pointing out the location of
the buildings associated with his family and included in the next two Newsletters.
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MAJESTIC PICTURE THEATRE
An astute businessman, Thomas Hardy arrived in
Orbost in about 1904 and established himself as one
of Orbost’s earliest barbers. Ten years later, in 1914,
he was the first to introduce motion pictures to the
people of the district.
Despite encountering a number of obstacles along
the way, he persisted, eventually opening his own
theatre in Nicholson Street in 1917. A second more
substantial building was constructed on the same site
and opened in 1932.
The late Mrs Marion Couper-Johnston who passed
away in 1998, aged 95, recalled that the walls of the
first theatre building were made from bottles and
stones. There was no roof or floor and patrons were
required to bring their own seats - sometimes a
kerosene tin sufficed. In the later building a floor was
put down and dances were held. When roller skating
was introduced it spoilt the floor surface for dancing.
Thomas Hardy was not only a competent barber,
he also showed talent and creativity with a paint
brush, being called upon to paint the scenery for local
plays and performances, and frescoes were a feature
on the painted walls of his picture theatre.

Prices: The People’s Prices 1s, Children 6d. A few
Reserved Seats were available at 1s 6d.

HARDY’S LYRIC PICTURE THEATRE
An article in the ‘Bairnsdale Advertiser and Tambo
and Omeo Chronicle’, (Friday, February 6, 1914),
described Thomas Hardy as an enterprising showman
who had proceeded to build an open-air enclosure in
Nicholson street, adjacent to his private residence for
the purposes of screening a weekly picture show.
However the venture was brought to a standstill as
the building was being erected contrary to municipal
by-laws. When the application for registration came
before the Orbost Shire council, Tom Hardy was
informed that before the application can be registered
the building must comply with the requirements of the
Health Act and the council’s by-laws. He had applied
for a temporary licence to show moving pictures for a
period of six months, and following much discussion
the council concluded it had the power to grant a
temporary licence for a period of three months.
The main problem of concern seemed to be with
the doors of the building being flush with the footpath
in Nicholson Street. The Board of Health regulations
required the doors to open outwards for the exit of
patrons in the event of fire, whereas the Council’s bylaws did not permit this as it would be a danger to
passing pedestrians.

The following week the pictures were scheduled for
Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday and Friday evenings.
However on the Tuesday, owing to the films going
astray on the road somewhere, the first night’s
programme had to be repeated.
An entirely new set of pictures were shown each
night to very good houses. It was reported that the
pictures were really first-class and generally admired.
By the beginning of April 1914, Mr Les. E. Hogg,
late of Hoyt’s and West’s Pictures, Melbourne, was
appointed manager with Mr T. Hardy listed as the
Director. [The Bruthen and Tambo Times reported in
February 1914 that Mr Les. E. Hogg, representing the
Melba Picture Co., has an up-to-date moving picture
plant, and intends opening a weekly show in Bruthen
shortly.]
Just prior to the expiry of the three month’s
temporary licence, Tom Hardy again wrote to the
Shire seeking an extension for a further three months
in order to get the hall erected. He stated he had
given an order for 20,000 bricks and if given the time
he would erect the hall of brick. Following much
discussion by the councillors, some for and some
against the requested extension, the letter was merely
received by council. The major concern being that it
would take at least 12 months to produce enough
bricks to build the hall.
At the Shire Council meeting held on Friday 17th
April, 1914 the President reported that he had seen Mr
Hardy in reference to his picture show, and the latter
had stated that he would call tenders for a concrete
building. Subsequently Mr Hardy said he was giving
up the show until he had a proper place erected.

OPENING OF HARDY’S LYRIC PICTURES
Following the granting of a temporary licence for
the Nicholson Street premises, on Friday, February
20, 1914, the ‘Snowy River Mail’ reported:
Mr Hardy announces that his picture show will be
open on Monday and Tuesday nights. He has
obtained first-class machinery and will show a great
variety of films.
An accompanying advertisement was headed:
Hardy’s Lyric Pictures — The Pictures that do not
hurt your eyes.
The programme detailed the films to be shown on
the Monday and Tuesday nights and arrangements for
advertising slides was available from the manager.
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AMUSEMENT TAX INTRODUCED

Despite the let down by Council Mr Hardy persisted
and explored other avenues.

The introduction of an amusement tax by the State
Government in January 1917 brought about an
increase in admission prices. The implications of the
tax was set out in an advertisement in the ‘Snowy
River Mail’ on Friday January 5, 1917:

CHANGE OF NAME AND VENUE
By Friday May 8, 1914, the ‘Snowy River Mail’
informed its readers that Mr T. Hardy has made
arrangements for showing his pictures in the
Mechanics’ Hall on Friday and Saturday nights. This
week there will be specially attractive pictures, which
have only been procured at heavy cost, particulars of
which will be found on the bills.
The accompanying advertisement reveals the
change of title to Hardy’s Majestic Pictures at the
new venue, the Mechanics’ Hall.

PICTURES RETURN TO NICHOLSON STREET
By February 1917 Hardy’s Majestic Pictures had
returned to the Nicholson Street site indicating that the
requirements of the Board of Health and the Shire
Council had been satisfied.
The ‘Snowy River Mail’ of Friday, February 9, 1917,
reported that Mr T. Hardy will give a picture
entertainment in Orbost on Saturday the 10th inst.
when he will submit and excellent programme, of
which particulars are advertised. The entertainment
will be held in his new theatre.
A ’Kalee’ machine had recently been installed. It
was an English machine which enabled a non-stop
picture show to be screened.

By June 14, other activities were also happening at
the Mechanics’ Hall. Skating was introduced on
Tuesday nights with fair attendances, no doubt
initiated by Thomas Hardy who had been a former
champion in this field. He had managed a skating rink
in Melbourne prior to coming to Orbost.
Hardy’s Pictures were being shown on Friday and
Saturday nights to crowded houses with many patrons
being unable to obtain admission. Intending patrons
were advised to book their seats for free at the ‘Snowy
River Mail’ office to avoid disappointment.
The
management had pleasure in announcing they had
obtained the Cinemacolor rights for Orbost, and that
the star picture would be presented in natural colors
for the first time in the district.
From time to time Mr Hardy had to contend with
the non-arrival of films due to coach breakdowns. He
announced that when there was a problem relating to
transit under existing conditions the pictures would be
shown on the following night.
Otherwise all seemed to run smoothly for the
pictures at the Mechanics’ Hall with new programs
each week and, by 1915, the showing was supported
by the latest World War 1 news with reserved seats
available free at Hardy’s.

One of the first functions held at the new Hardy’s
Picture Theatre was a public meeting on Monday,
February 5th, 1917, convened by the Orbost
Recruiting Committee as men were urgently required
for service during World War 1. The meeting was
chaired by the Orbost Shire Council president, Mr
John Johnston, with guest speakers, Mr G H Wise,
M.P., the local member, Hon. James Cameron,
M.L.A., and Mr J W McLauchlan, M.L.A.
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On Friday, October 5, 1917, the ‘Snowy River Mail’,
reported: Hardy’s picture theatre was crowded on
Saturday evening, when a splendid programme was
given in aid of the Repatriation Fund. The scenes
included the Government copies of the pictures taken
by the British War Office of Australians in action and
the advance of the tanks at the battle of the Ancre.
The pictures which were very realistic, created a great
amount of interest and were fully appreciated.

wall three double-door exits are provided, and eight
windows allow the admittance of sufficient light to the
interior.
They can also be used as additional
ventilators when the necessity arises. The floor space
is 85 feet long by 30 feet wide, allowing for seating
accommodation for 700 persons. The rear part of the
building is provided with a double-door which leads to
a cul-de-sac. The front entrance is provided with a
gangway, where tickets can be checked, and from
which the public will be directed to various seats.
Extensive earthwork excavations were made to obtain
a good floor level, and a layer of concrete has been
spread over the whole surface. On top of this
hardwood planks have been put down, which carry
the flooring boards. This special construction in
addition to conforming with existing regulations, will
be specially adaptable for skating and dancing. The
lantern house is situated above the front entrance and
pictures will be projected to the screen on the stage at
the rear of the building. The stage has been designed
to give ample scope for big area settings by travelling
companies and also have all modern conveniences.
Mr Hardy has made a very generous offer to the
Orbost Municipal Band, which will play on the opening
night, and a subsequent skating entertainment to be
conducted throughout the winter. He has also a very
acceptable offer to put before the various church
organisations of the town, and will be prepared to
make a generous arrangement for charitable
entertainments.
We congratulate Mr Hardy on his enterprise and
wish him every success. Evidently he has great faith
in Orbost and its future prospects.
The first dance in the new hall will be in aid of the
Orbost Hospital funds.

NEW BUILDING REPLACES ORIGINAL ONE
By 1923 Thomas Hardy had made the decision to
replace the original four-walled open-air enclosure
with an up-to-date structure suitable for amusement
purposes, such as plays as well as the screening of
the Majestic Picture programs. During construction of
the new building on the same site in Nicholson Street,
the Mechanics’ Hall was once again used in the
meantime to show his pictures.
The following ‘Snowy River Mail’ reports provide
details of the new building and the official opening:
‘Snowy River Mail’, May 10, 1923:

NEW PICTURE THEATRE
——————♦——————

NEARING COMPLETION
—————

The need for more up-to-date public buildings in
Orbost for amusement purposes to cope with the ever
-increasing population has been long felt. Reputable
companies have repeatedly refused to visit Orbost for
lack of a suitable building in which an up-to-date play
can be staged. A movement is on foot to raise funds
for a new public hall, but the many calls on the public
must necessarily delay its establishment. Mr Thos.
Hardy, realising the inconvenience in connection with
the screening of his Majestic picture programs,
decided some months ago to re-construct his large
open-air theatre in Nicholson street to conform to the
regulations of the Orbost Shire Council and the Public
Health Department, and in consequence, Orbost will
shortly be in possession of a very up-to-date
amusement hall.
The new building, which has been constructed of
reinforced concrete, has cement pillars along the side
walls, which are sixteen feet high. The roof is gabled
from the walls with dome ventilators placed in the
ridging. This type of ventilator is recognised as
superior to that of the pipe systems. In the northern

‘Snowy River Mail’, August 16, 1923:

LOCAL NEWS
The official opening of the new Majestic Picture
Theatre took place last Saturday night, when a fine
program of pictures was screened to a crowded
house.
Many were unable to obtain seating
accommodation. The hall is one of the first in East
Gippsland. Prior to the pictures the Municipal Band
rendered a musical program in front of the hall.
Skating will be conducted twice each week by the
management.

From the “Back To Orbost”, February 1937, Official Programme and Souvenir Booklet

4

CHALLENGED BY ADVERSITIES
‘The Age’, Wednesday, March 31, 1937:

FIRE IN ORBOST THEATRE
———♦———

Alert Operator Prevents Panic
ORBOST, Tuesday.— About 20,000
feet of the film Captain January was
destroyed at Hardy’s Theatre shortly after
the interval. The audience was unaware of
the fire, owing to the promptness of the
operator, G. Smooker, in closing the fire
shutter.
The programme was carried
through without the burnt film.
The
operator’s eyes were effected by smoke
and fumes.
‘Snowy River Mail’, Wednesday, July 31, 1940:

THEATRE FRONT COLLAPSES
Last Thursday afternoon the front gable
of the Majestic Theatre collapsed and
bricks rained down through the roof on to
the projectors in the operating room.
Recently heavy cables were put down
Tarra street and the weight of these pulled
the pole on the corner out of plumb,
causing a strain on the wires leading to the
theatre. Although these were slackened
the theatre gave way where the wires were
connected to the wall.

The Majestic Theatre building in Nicholson Street, Orbost, during
demolition. There were two small shops at the front of the building, with
a gangway entrance to the Theatre at the rear. The shop on the left was
occupied by Mr Roy Cope, jeweller and watchmaker, and the one to the
right was Mr Charles Hobson, tailor, and later Mrs Aileen Jensen,
dressmaker. Prior to its demolition in 1989 the main theatre section was
occupied by Mr Wasyl (Bill) Czerkas, proprietor of Orbost Power
Equipment. The building and the adjacent residence was purchased by
Mr Peter Bommer who constructed a courtyard of shops on the site.

OPPOSITION THEATRE OPENED
IN MECHANICS’
Following the erection and official
opening of the new Mechanics’ Hall in
August 1931, a Talkie Theatre, known as
the ‘Mechanics’ Talkies’ opened in
November 1931. Pictures at this theatre
were shown on Saturdays and
Wednesdays. In July 1933 the name was
changed to The Plaza Theatre. Later on
the two theatres worked co-operatively
together screening films on different nights
during the week. Refer to the billboard
poster on the next page.

Businesses which occupied the
Majestic Picture Theatre building
over the years.
‘Snowy River Mail’, Wed., June 27, 1951

‘Snowy River Mail’, Wed., October 1, 1952
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Theatre Arcade courtyard with surrounding shops
on the site of the former Picture Theatre.
During demolition, showing the cement pillars along the side walls
(below), and the three double-door exits on the northern wall with six of
the eight windows admitting light and ventilation to the interior (above).

The Courtyard Cafe and other businesses occupying the site of
the former Majestic Picture Theatre in Nicholson Street, Orbost.

Above: A billboard poster advertising
the program showing at both Hardy’s
Majestic Theatre, Nicholson Street, and
The Plaza Theatre (Mechanics Hall) on
consecutive nights.

Sources of information for this Newsletter:
‘Bairnsdale Advertiser and Tambo and Omeo Chronicle’, ‘The
Bruthen and Tambo Times’ and the ‘Snowy River Mail’.
Orbost and District Historical Society archives.
Lindsay Thomson and Marina Johnson.

The second part of this Newsletter will be published in February 2018. It will mainly feature the Thomas Hardy
family. Any information on the Hardy family or any of the local Picture Theatres would be appreciated.
Contact John Phillips, any Historical Society member, or post information in the Donations Box at the Museum.
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