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Encouraging a Sense of Community

Bert Smith, c. 1950, happily dispensing popcorn at the Idle Hour Theatre.
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Immediately after getting the previous HHS Journal into the mail, 
the Publications Committee started putting together this issue. It quickly 
decided to highlight the Idle Hour Theatre, and had most of the text and 
images ready to go by the end of September. Nobody anticipated that 
the one remaining wall of the theatre would collapse as we created the 
issue you hold in your hand right now. Consider this our fond farewell 
to a warmly remembered community institution of a previous era.   

The cover image shows Bert Smith as a high school student. 
Eventually he proudly got promoted to usher. Bert supplied the image 
and we appreciate his generosity.

Along with the hard-core historical stories that we include in this 
journal, we’re trying out occasional columns reflecting the experiences 
of life in Hardwick. See Carmeline Charland Williams’ and Bertha 
Couture Hooper’s memories of boarding in the Village so they could 
attend Hardwick Academy. If you have anything you’d like to contribute, 
contact the Journal’s editor, Elizabeth Dow at edow1@earthlink.net, or 
speak to Lorraine Hussey.  

• Mark your calendars for the HHS’s traditional St. Patrick’s Day 
dinner, scheduled for Saturday, March 15, at the American Legion 
Hall. The members of the HHS will serve a traditional corned beef and 
cabbage dinner.  Happy Hour starts at 5:00; dinner served between 6:00 
and 7:30. Following the meal, music will invite one and all to dance. 
Get your $10 tickets from HHS members. Bring the whole family, and 
laissez le bon temps rouler! If you have any questions, call Lorraine 
Hussey at 802.472.5903.

     The Publications Committee

Hardwick Historical society News

Officers:  Elwyn J. (Bobsy) Daniels, President; Bill Hill, Vice President; 
Elizabeth Dow, Secretary; Susan Earle, Treasurer
Trustees: Michael Carr, Linda Clow, Victor Densmore, Erik Gann, 
Bertha Hooper, Debbie Montgomery LaCasse, Mary Piper, Mary Lou Wood
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In early 1911, the 
lights in the Village 
of Hardwick flickered 
at night. To get to the 
bottom of the problem, 
the General Manager of 
the Woodbury Granite 
Company, George H. 
Bickford, privately 
commissioned an 
investigation into the 
Hardwick Electric 
Company’s ability to 
supply power to the 
Village. The report 
claimed that the wiring 

in the Village was “not the best....The lights flickered in the evening 
evidently from the effects of the moving picture machines.”1 

In 1907, Hardwick businessman F. S. Storey established the Idle 
Hour Theatre, located where the U.S. Post Office sits today. Between 
1907 and 1920, the theatre  had at least seven owners.

Storey sold the theatre to Carroll Leach in 1908. In 1909, Leach 
sold it to George H. Bailey. In 1911 Leach owned it again and 
expanded his holdings by purchasing, with A.H. Sherman, the Star 
Lyric Theatre on Main Street. Apparently the two theatres in town in 
1911, pulled more power than Village wiring could support without 
flickering. Resolving the problem led to the construction of the 
Jackson Bridge Dam, but that’s another story.  

William Mansfield Johnson owned the Theatre in 1918 and 1919, 
but his brother, Nathaniel T. Johnson, took over its management when 
William fell ill. William died in late May, 1919. Clifford Gregory, 
well-known in Hardwick as an aviator during World War I, returned 
from the Army of Occupation in Germany and purchased the Theatre 
from Nathaniel Johnson, who then lived in Northfield.2 Frank Carr 
bought the Idle Theatre from Gregory in July 1920, and kept it for the 
next 26 years. 

In 1907, The Saturday Evening Post reported that more than two 

idle Hour tHeatre

The Idle Hour Theatre in its prime
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million people had attended ‘nickelodeons’ that year, but the film 
industry itself had just begun to develop, and film distribution had 
become a highly competitive, and occasionally violent, enterprise.3 
The high turn-over of owners for the Idle Hour Theatre in its first 
thirteen years may reflect the general nature of the business itself. By 
1920, the film industry had come of age, as the era of Charlie Chaplin, 
Douglas Fairbanks and Clara Bow emerged, and theatre owning, as a 
business, stabilized and became prosperous. 

Hardwick’s Main Street burned in July, 1923. Frank Carr saw an 
opportunity to upgrade his theatre, and on September 20, 1923, he 
broke ground for a 40’ x 80’ 1 ½ story, hip roofed theatre on the site 
of a Main Street bakery which had burned. The theatre had modern 
features, including an automatic drinking fountain, 265 modern opera 
chairs on the first floor, and 100 seats in the balcony.  The Sam Daniels 
Co. installed a fireproof projection room, and a Daniels furnace in the 
basement heated the building. The new theatre cost $10,000, which, 
depending on what the Gazette included in the reported $10,000, 
converts to between $136,000 and $500,000 in 2012 dollars. In 
addition to the theatre, the building had two small shops.4 

Carr opened the doors of the theatre on April 19, 1924, and held 
a Grand Opening on May 23 and 24. The gray front of the building 
looked like something out of a Western movie, and it quickly became 
a landmark.  Almost everyone who grew up in Hardwick and the 
surrounding towns can remember coming to the Idle Hour Theatre as 
part of a big night on the town.

In February, 1946, Frank Carr retired and sold the theatre to 

Denise Stuart
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Carroll Rowell, Harlan “Bub” Rowell and his wife Jennie. The 
Rowells ran the theatre as a family business. Carroll Rowell booked 
the films. Bub ran the Rowell Family ice business until everyone got 
refrigerators, and then he became Town Manager, so Jennie worked at 
the theatre. Their son, Bill, followed by their daughter, Anne, ran the 
popcorn concession. 

The advent of television took its tole on the movie business. 
Carroll Rowell told the Gazette that he never had a show that went 
into the red, but he could see attendance clearly going downhill. In 
1972, when Bub got a job in Barre, the Rowells sold the theatre.

Delores Booth bought it from the Rowells and had her son, Emile 
Quinn, manage it. To raise attendance, they introduced X-Rated 
movies, and business boomed. Vermonters came from as far away as 
Derby Line and Brattleboro. People also drove from well into New 
Hampshire. However, in 1975, Quinn noticed a drop in attendance as 
X-Rated films began to appear in VCR formats. He sold the theatre 
to Morris and Shirley Lepine of St. Johnsbury. The Lapines kept 
up the X-Rated shows, but the market continued to diminish. John 
Chambers of Stowe tried to bring back regular movies to the Idle Hour 
in 1977, but by then the theatre’s contacts with movie companies had 
disappeared, and people had gotten out of the habit of going to the 
movies on a regular basis. Chambers closed it in late 1977.  

In the winter of 1979, within two months of its 55th birthday, the 
Theatre’s roof caved in 
under the weight of the 
snow. In February, the 
seats of the theatre went 
to an auction house in 
New Hampshire.  Before 
they tore down the 
building, Al Anair and 
his crew removed other 
salvageable equipment 
from the inside, leaving 
only one of the side 
shops in place. 

The residents of 
Hardwick sadly watched 
their movie house 
disappear.  A middle-

The Idle Hour Theatre shortly after its 
roof collapsed
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aged woman remembered 
going to the movies every 
Sunday evening with her 
family when she was young.  
A man tried to retell how good 
the popcorn tasted, and how the 
usherette helped him to his seat 
back when Ginger Rogers was 
in her heyday.

The back wall of the 
building remained standing. 
The Village converted the 
empty space into a park, and 
local artists created a mural of 

the theatre’s stage on the back wall. The lot remained a park for 34 
years, until September 30, 2013, when the back wall of the theatre 
collapsed. When the debris had been cleared away, the space returned 
to an empty lot, like the one Frank Carr had acquired 90 years earlier. 

1.Elizabeth H. Dow. Hardwick on the Map, 1895-1915. Thesis (M.A.),University of Vermont, 1985: p. 69.
2. Hardwick Gazettes, November, 1908, December, 1909, October 1911, March 1919, May 1919, 
September 1919, February, 1979, September 2013. The Historical Society has no further information 
about the Star Lyric Theatre on Main Street, and it would welcome anything anyone has on the topic.
3. “Digital History: A Chronology of Film History”. University of Houston. Viewed September 29, 2013. 
http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/historyonline/film_chron.cfm#motion. The history of the film industry 
has received much attention, and a cursory search of WorldCat.org will reveal more than a dozen general 
histories and many more specialized works.  
4. The two small shops housed many small businesses over the years, including Hines Music Store, 
Farrington Optometrist, Emile Fournier Jewelry and Watch Repair, Lavalley’s Candy Shop, Gilbert’s Barber 
Shop, Bacon’s Barber Shop, Dick Storey’s Shoe Shine, Bea Daniels Ceramics, Harvey’s Children Shoppe, 
and Cheryl Densmore’s Gift Shop.

Research by Lorraine Hussey. Typing by Mary Lou Wood.

Emptying the  Idle Hour Theatre 

Site of the  Idle Hour Theatre today 
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Frank Carr bought 
the Idle Hour Theatre 
in 1920; he was 
49. An established 
business man, Carr 
owned a store in 
Kent Corners, Calais, 
and also worked as a 
real estate agent. 

An extensive 
article in the Gazette 
recalled the days 
of his ownership 
through interviews 
with Carroll Rowell 
and Alberta Eastman, 
both of whom had 
worked for him.1 
Mrs. Eastman 

worked at the theatre as an usherette and ticket seller from 1939 
to 1942, and she remembered Frank Carr as a strict disciplinarian.  
He always wore a suit with a white shirt, starched collar and tie, 

loNg-time idle Hour tHeater owNer: 
FraNk carr

Frank T. Carr was 70 years old and in his 25th 
year in business with the Idle Hour Theatre 
when this picture was taken in July of 1940.  
From left to the right are Mr. Carr, Alberta Pi-
nard Eastman, Phyllis Wakefield Cahee, Yvette 
Pinard Dutton – usherettes at the theatre – and 
Mrs. Grace Carr
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and he insisted on good behavior from his customers.
“Mr. Carr would walk up and down the aisles, and look both 

ways, and there would be a hush.  You could hear a pin drop,” Mrs. 
Eastman said.  “I used to think it was terrible, but now that I’ve 
seen how noisy it can be, I appreciate it.”

Carr made the children sit in the front six rows, and any 
youngster who caused trouble was quickly sent home.  Carr also 
asked rowdy adults to leave, especially if he could smell liquor.  
Young men who put an arm around their girlfriends were asked to 
keep their hands to themselves, according to Mrs. Eastman.

Although Frank Carr was hard to work for – he didn’t believe 
in giving anyone the night off – Mrs. Eastman has fond memories 
of him. When she had to spend two years in a sanatorium for 
tuberculosis treatment, he wrote her letters and sometimes enclosed 
money.

Westerns were shown on Friday and Saturday nights, and the 
house was always packed for both shows on Saturday night. 
Carr allowed only two customers in at a time, and the line often 
extended up to the school.

Rowell also had fond memories of Frank Carr. “He was a fine 
public-spirited man, although a little nervous,” he said. Frank Carr 
was “straightlaced,” and Rowell remembered that he once shut 
down the theatre and sent everyone home when a movie made a 
reference to a woman having a baby.

Frank Carr was 75 when he sold the theatre, and in February 
of 1946 Carroll and Harlan (Bub) Rowell took over. Carr died in 
1957, at the age of 86. 

Hardwick Gazette, March 13, 1979

Research by Lorraine Hussey. Typing by Mary Lou Wood

Family or Business listing


Brochu Citgo Service ~ 47 Mill St, Hardwick • 472-8282


Greensboro Garage ~ 281 VT Rt 15 West, Hardwick • 472-6555
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John des Groseilliers

The same Hardwick Gazette 
article that featured Frank Carr also 
featured Carrol Rowell.1 Rowell and 
his brother Harlan “Bub” and sister-
in-law, Jenny, bought the Theatre in 
1946 and ran it for 26 years. Alberta 
Eastman, who had worked for Carr 
between 1939 and 1942, later worked 
for the Rowells.  

The Rowells ran the Theatre as a 
family business. Jennie worked at the 
theatre, and her son, Bill, and then her 

daughter, Anne, was in charge of the popcorn. Carroll booked the movies.
Carroll Rowell started playing the piano for the silent movies as a 

student at Hardwick Academy in 1927. The job required both skill and 
imagination, because the cue sheets sent by the movie companies gave 
examples of the type of music to play for different scenes, but no specific 
score. He earned $18 a week playing the piano – twice as much as he got 
for his fulltime job as a bank clerk after he graduated in 1928.  He was 
well paid, and enjoyed the excitement of being part of the show. “That’s 
where I got the bug to run a theatre,” he said.

His piano-playing job didn’t last very long. After the first “talkie”, 
The Jazz Singer, appeared in 1927, movie companies and movie theatres 
converted to sound. By the early 1930s, the Idle Hour had no need for 

loNg-time idle Hour tHeatre owNer: 

Carroll Rowell, 1977
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M&A Enterprises, Ltd.
Dick & Louise Anair

D/B/A D&L Beverage & Deli
Mobil Gas & Diesel • Deli

802-472-6882
Rt. 16 E. Hardwick

piano players, and he settled into banking. Rowell worked for the bank for 
nearly 20 years before he got back to the theatre, and, after acquiring the 
theatre, he prudently kept his position with the bank. 

Rowell quickly discovered that he had a lot to learn about running 
a movie house. “I never had anything in the banking business which 
prepared me to what I encountered in the theatre business,” he said.

Salesmen from five or six of the major movie companies made sales 
trips to Hardwick regularly. Rowell had to pick and choose his movies 
carefully, always mindful that the two bigger theatres in Morrisville, the 
Bijou and the Tegu, would give him stiff competition. He learned the hard 
way that “the price for a show is whatever the traffic will bear.”

During his first year, he was anxious to book “The Bells of St. 
Mary,” starring Bing Crosby. To get it he had to take 25 other movies, 
which created a big scheduling problem. Eventually a different salesman 
persuaded him to cancel the movies he didn’t want.

Before television, when movies were the main entertainment in the 
country, many people followed the news from Hollywood very closely, 
and they anxiously awaited the arrival of the big hits. Sometimes they 
couldn’t wait.  Both Mrs. Eastman and Rowell went all the way to St. 
Johnsbury to see Gone With The Wind.  Mrs. Eastman told the Gazette 
reporter that she saw that movie five times, because she was working 
at the Idle Hour when it came there. Mrs. Eastman said she went to the 
movies to see her favorite stars.  She saw all of the Bing Crosby-Bob 
Hope movies, and always enjoyed seeing Clark Gable, Spencer Tracy, 
John Wayne and James Cagney. 
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Rowell said that the Idle Hour was a “first run” theatre, which meant 
that the good movies came to Hardwick soon after their national release. 
For instance, in 1946,  Anna and the King of Siam opened at the Idle Hour 
the day after it closed at Radio City Music Hall in New York City. In 
retrospect, Rowell believed he would have done better if he had waited a 
little longer for the reviews to get around.

Friday night was the kids’ night at the theatre, because it was market 
night for the rest of the Village. Parents dropped their children off at the 
theatre so they could go about their business. The children were always 
good, lest they lose the opportunity to get out on their own. When the 
Village merchants switched market night from Friday to Saturday, 
Saturdays were also good because many people would go to the movies 
after doing their shopping.

The best movies were shown on Sunday night, and that created a 
tradition that lasted for years around Hardwick. “The whole family would 
come and it was a big social affair,” Rowell explained.

Television eventually brought the golden age of movies to an end, 
but Rowell said that television didn’t really catch on around the Hardwick 
area  until 1955 or 1956. “From 1946 to 1956 every year was bigger and 
better than the year before,” Rowell said.  “There was a delayed reaction 
to television.” Attendance over the weekend slowly declined as television 

became more popular and the 
Hardwick business district lost 
some of its good stores. 

Rowell said that he never 
had a show that went into the 
red, but attendance was clearly 
going downhill when his brother 
got a job in Barre, and in 1972 
the Rowell family decided to 
sell the business.

Rowell ceased his 
involvement with the bank in the 
mid-1980s, and he died in 1990, 
aged 77.

1. Hardwick Gazette, March 13, 1979

Research by Lorraine Hussey. 
Typing by Mary Lou Wood. 

A 1937 flyer announcing coming  
attractions at the Idle Hour Theatre 
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tHe swiNgiNg Bridge 

On March 4, 1915, the Hardwick Gazette reported on the annual meet-
ing of the Village of Hardwick. The Village had incorporated as a distinct 
political and fiscal entity in 1891, and, like the Town, it met annually to set 
a budget and policies1. At the 1915 meeting, the Village citizens instructed 
the Village Trustees to help fund a footbridge across the Lamoille, from 
Main Street at “a point between the Gazette building and the flatiron build-
ing to a point on the Brush Street property recently purchased by Samuel 
Daniels.2” The Villagers instructed the Trustees not to spend more than 
$350.00 on the footbridge. The Trustees had the authority to supervise and 
direct the construction of the bridge, but “their cost should not exceed one 
half of the expense of building it.” 

Sam Daniels’ crew did most of the work. By November 25, they had 
completed the cement piers, and Daniels told the Gazette that he expect-
ed to begin work on the bridge itself soon. On February 10, 1916, the  
Gazette reported that, for the past few days,  Daniels’ crew had been at 
work on the footbridge.  The suspension cables were up and Daniels pre-
dicted that he would complete the bridge  soon. On February 24, 1916, the 
Gazette reported that the Daniels crew had put the finishing touches on the 
footbridge during the past week, and “now we can go from our office on 
Broadway to our room in Brooklyn by the short cut.  The bridge is a dandy 
and will be a big accommodation to people living immediately across the 
river from Main Street.”

The Swinging Bridge, c. 1920
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Hay’s Service Station, Inc.
Phone: 802-472-5922

Mill Street
P.O. Box 432

Hardwick, VT 05843

All Metal Recycling Inc
211 Rt 15W, Hardwick

802-472-5100

The Merchants Bank 
Hardwick Office  ~ 84 VT Route 15 Hardwick, VT
Phone: (802) 472-6556  ~ Fax: (802) 472-8350 

Merchants Bank is a full-service, commercial bank offering a complete  
range of retail and commercial services to businesses. 

Patricia Lemay, Branch President

While it was all that, it took some 
getting used to. On May 25, 1916, 
the Gazette reported that “pedes-
trians crossing the new suspension 
bridge from Sam Daniels’ to Main 
Street will do well to look both ways, 
up and down the street before cross-
ing the thoroughfare.  We have seen 
several narrow escapes already from 
being run over by autos.”  People ad-
justed.

Over the years the bridge has had 
repairs of various kinds – most re-
cently in 2007. 

1. People in the Village could participate in 
Town Meetings, as they still voted in and paid tax-
es to the Town. However, people in the Town outside 
the Village could not participate in Village Meetings 
as they did not pay Village taxes.

2. The Flatiron Building was taken down in the 1980s; a small park now takes its place. 

Research by Lorraine Hussey. Typing by Mary Lou Wood. 

The Swinging Bridge after 2007 
renovations
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i rememBer: gettiNg a good educatioN

In 1892, the State of 
Vermont mandated that each 
town organize itself into one 
school district, thus eliminating 
the individual districts that had 
existed in each town before that 
date. As it happened, the Village 
of Hardwick had incorporated as 
a separate political and fiscal unit 
within the Town of Hardwick 
in 1891, and the school district 
law allowed larger districts 

in towns to incorporate, so they could operate independent of the Town’s 
school district. Hardwick Academy and Graded School District incorporated 
under that provision, and it became the school district that served the Village 
of Hardwick. As the name implies, the Incorporated District (ID) had a high 
school, which the Town district did not. 

At the time the Town School Law, the state mandated the age of 14 as 
the point at which students could quit school, meaning that everyone should 
have an 8th grade education.1 While a Town School Board administered the 
Town System outside the ID, students continued to attend the same one-
room schools they had during the days of multiple school districts. Those 
schools provided the necessary 8 grades, so towns had no compelling reason 
to build a high school. Instead, Hardwick Academy welcomed students 
from the rural areas around the Village, and many attended. 

Towns provided school busses for students up to the 8th grade only, 
so getting students to and from Hardwick Academy presented a serious 
challenge to farm families. Many made arrangements for their sons or  
daughters to live with a family in the Village during the week, so they could 
attend Hardwick Academy. Carmeline Charland Williams, who grew up 
near Dow’s Crossing in Walden, wrote the following about her experience. 

“Moving from a one-room schoolhouse to what we thought to be a 
huge high school in the big Village of Hardwick was quite an experience in 
the 1940’s and 1950’s.  You can rest assured that this was a huge endeavor 
for rural children.

“During elementary school years, we walked the 2+ miles to school 
each day.  Hardwick Village was seven miles away – too far a distance for 
walking.  Therefore, the decision was made to find homes in Hardwick 
where we could work for our board and room in order to attend Hardwick 

Carmeline Charland 
Williams

Bertha Couture 
Hooper
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Academy.  It was both exciting and frightening to move in with a new 
family and enroll in this huge school in Hardwick!

“Our day were busy ones. We fixed the breakfast meal, helped with 
the young children, and did the dishes, among our chores before going 
to school.  Our school day included a one-hour break for lunch, and we 
were allowed to go home during this break, as there were no hot lunches at 
school.  So it was home for lunch, do the dishes after, and go back to school.

“After- school activities were not possible as we had chores to do after 
school.  Studying and homework happened after dinner at night.  Saturday 
was always a busy day, cleaning the house and looking forward to going 
home to spend Sunday with our families. We returned to Hardwick Sunday 
evening.  With time, we grew to feel at home in our second home also, 
loving the little children we helped to care for and their parents who shared 
their homes with us.

“During the summer vacations we found jobs, some working at 
Highland Lodge as waitresses or chambermaids, some picking potatoes 
at the potato farms nearby.  We used summer earnings to purchase our 
schoolbooks for the school year ahead. Taxpayers did not do this for us!  
Thus, we learned responsibility at a young age.”

Bertha Couture Hooper, who attended East Hardwick Elementary 
School also wanted to go to Hardwick Academy, and she had to board in 
town to do that.  On Monday mornings she rode the St. J. & L.C. train from 
East Hardwick for ten cents a ride. She then spent the week with a family in 
the Village

Unlike Carmeline, Bertha lived with the same family for four years.  
They had a son who started first grade when she was a Freshman, and she 
worked with his mother for her board and room. Her host, Mr.  D.,  picked 
on her about breaking dishes.

That was during World War II, and Mr. D. listened to the radio very 
faithfully. She and the family had long conversations at the dinner table 
about the war. She said those conversations helped her in classes when the 
topic of conversation included the war. 

1. In 1904, the legislature raised the age to 15, and raised it to 16 in 1917.
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