


  He now willingly took on the “wild” Tant brood.    By 
the time of his marriage to Emmie Tant, Oliver Hardy, 
like so many hard-pressed Georgia farmers, had begun to 
sell off his land and explore other economic strategies--
retail merchandising and, eventually, hotel keeping.   
   Captain Oliver Hardy and Emmie left Harlem for 
Madison in 1891 where Hardy became a hotel proprietor.  
Emmie was pregnant with their child, and she returned to 
Harlem where the baby was born January 18, 1892.   This 
child, named Norvell 
Hardy, would later 
team up with Stan 
Laurel and become 
one of America’s 
greatest comic ac-
tors.   Emmie and 
the baby returned to 
Madison, where, ten 
months later, on No-
vember 22, Captain 
Oliver Hardy died 
suddenly, apparently 
of a heart attack.  
Emmie Hardy, five 
years after the death 
of Sam Tant, was 
widowed again, and 
now was struggling 
to survive in a new 
town and to support 
five children. 
     Despite her best 
efforts, Emmie failed 
at hotel-keeping in 
Madison and began a 
five-year odyssey of 
movement from hotel 
to boarding house to hotel, determined to succeed.  Fi-
nally, in 1903, she was invited to come to Milledgeville to 
take charge of the 58-year-old Hotel Milledgeville.   Built 
during the old capital’s heyday in 1855, the Milledgeville 
had once been considered the best hotel in the state, but 
now the proud old structure had fallen on hard times.  The 
police frequently raided it, trying to shut down gambling. 
Cock fights, dog fights and other unsavory activities 
occurred in the alley in the rear. Still the most important 
hotel in town, the old Milledgeville was looking decidedly 
shabby.  Mrs. Hardy’s charge was to thoroughly renovate 
the hotel, put it “in first class condition,” and make it “as 
attractive as possible.”   So it was that Mrs. Emmie Hardy 
arrived in Milledgeville with her daughter Emmie Tant 
and her two youngest boys, 15-year-old Bardy Tant, and 
11-year-old Norvell Hardy.

    Milledgeville, the capital of Georgia from 1804 to 
1868, was 100 years old in 1903.
   Eleven-year-old Norvell Hardy quickly became part of 
the Milledgeville scene. The pudgy young boy could be 
seen playing in and around the cotton bales on Hancock 
Street.  He could be found at R.H. Wooten’s toy and 
stationery store, begging his mother for fireworks, games 
of Flinch and Dominos, or a set of “Confederate Heroes.”  
Just down the street there was the inviting City Bakery 

with its cakes, almond macaroons, and lemon drops.  The 
Hardys lived right at the Hotel Milledgeville. They at-
tended the Methodist church, a pleasant old white frame 
structure which stood nearby. Three blocks east of the 
church, the streets descended to the Oconee River, where 
both Norvell and his older brother Bardy spent hours fish-
ing and swimming .
   The drummers, vaudevillians, Shriners, conventioneers 
and other guests who lodged at the hotel taught young 
Norvell the mysteries of poker, but life with his mother 
was not all fun and games. Local tradition has it that Em-
mie worked her boys hard, and while Norvell may have 
been the pet, he was not spared. He assisted the hotel por-
ter in moving the guests’ luggage to their rooms, brought 
food from the local markets to the kitchen, and answered 
the newly installed lobby telephone.  One of his best 
     



friends, Arthur Skinner, later recalled that Norvell 
walked around town wearing sandwich boards that 
advertised the hotel’s dinner fare. The overweight 
boy, encumbered with his signs,  would have 
invited ridicule, and townspeople began call-
ing him “Fatty” Hardy at an early age. Emmie 
sent Norvell to the elementary school of Georgia 
Military College, located virtually across the street 
from the hotel.  His favorite teacher seems to have 
been his fifth-grade instructor, Miss Effie Moore.  
Miss Effie was short and stout, and was both loved 
and feared by her students.  Norvell adored her, 
though one can make a good case that dear Miss 
Effie was the inspiration for the adult Hardy’s 
famous look of exasperation and disgust at Stan 
Laurel’s incompetence.
       Norvell’s experience at Georgia Military Col-
lege seems to have been a mixed one.  Despite 
his efforts to ingratiate himself with his fellow 
students, he seems to have been teased unmerci-
fully.   The large, 14-year-old boy weighed close 
to 250 pounds.  One story has it that Hardy was 
once exhausted to the point of no return while 
drilling, dropped heavily to the ground, and would 
not move when ordered to his feet.  Several cadets 
were ordered to carry him off the parade ground,  
Nonetheless,  Norvell met many of his closest 
childhood friends at the school. 
    Young Hardy desperately wanted to sing and act, 
yet it was his older half-brother, Bardy Tant,  who 
was invited to perform with his barbershop quartet 
at the local “Opera House” and who performed in theatrical 
productions at GMC.  Where was Norvell, who wanted so 
desperately to sing and perform?  The handsome, charming 
Bardy was the star and Norvell toted sandwich boards.      
   How then did our hero spend his days?  Norvell Hardy 
and his friend Arthur Skinner apparently slipped away 
from GMC as frequently as possible, spending hours down 
by the Oconee River. At about this time, Norvell and two 
friends visited a local tattoo parlor and took the plunge.  
The result was a swollen arm, a sound whipping from his 
indignant mother, and a maple leaf pattern tattoo that is 
briefly visible in some of his films. He spent a good deal 
of time and hard-earned money attending shows at Milled-
geville’s “Opera House.”  Our heavy-set young lad would 
trudge up the steep stairs to the second floor auditorium to 
see productions of Romeo and Juliet, John Griffith in Rich-
ard the Third,  the John Philip Sousa Band, Mabel Paige 
--“The Idol of the South,”  Hurd the magician,  Duncan 
Clark’s Female Minstrels and Charles P. Peruchi, billed 
as “the best known and popular of all native Southern 
comedians,” performing in a  pantomime called “Humpty 
Dumpty Doodle” with “hundreds of various colored lights, 
calcium mediums, and other electrical and mechanical

effects.”  Tradition has it that Norvell may have sung senti-
mental favorites such as “Silver Threads among the Gold” 
to illustrated slides and between acts. We do know that by 
1909 the local paper considered Hardy “a sweet singer.” 
      Young Hardy loved baseball, and he umpired local 
games as well as played shortstop.  His sister Elizabeth 
wrote that “There used to be a saying around town that 
they’d close the banks to see Norvell umpire.  Well, some-
times he would make some decisions that weren’t popular 
with the crowd and the crowd would start calling him Fatty 
and Fats, and Norvell would just stomp off and threaten 
to go home if the crowd kept on. They never let him go.”  
The local paper affords a glimpse into the 16-year-old 
athletic  life of Norvell Hardy, in what was probably the 
very first mention of the future comedian in print.  On July 
14, 1908, a benefit baseball game was played to raise funds 
for “fitting up a Boy’s Park” on donated land.  The game 
featured the “Married men vs. single men.”   Norvell  made 
a solid hit and the newspaper reported that “‘Fatty Hardy’ 
played ball and it is amazing how he can carry so much 
flesh with ease.”   The newspaper account catches perfectly 
the mix of admiration and derision which Norvell Hardy 
evoked in Milledgeville.    



    Norvell Hardy never seemed to lack  for female com-
panionship.  Even though he was over-weight, he was not 
unattractive, and the girls responded to his obvious shyness 
and genuine good nature.  Most of these girls seemed to 
be simply good friends, but Norvell seemed to have had a 
special crush on Mary Horne, the former mayor’s daughter.  
There is a local tradition that he rather embarrassed Mary 
by standing outside the beautiful Horne house one evening 
and singing “Good Night Sweetheart” while strumming on 
his ukulele.
   While Norvell Hardy was experiencing the pleasures and 
pangs of adolescence, his mother was working feverishly to 
make the Hotel Milledgeville a success. The town leaders 
decided to enlarge the hotel and in 1908 a third story with 
a “large and beautifully furnished” dining room was added. 
There were now 35 bedrooms, many with private baths.  
The reopening of the newly renovated hotel was held on 
November 3, 1908.  One can imagine Emmie, Bardy, and 
Norvell  walking into the grandly refurbished lobby.  There 
was an elegant sitting parlor and a wide staircase located 
on the back left of the lobby ascended to the second floor 
as several Corinthian columns led ones eyes up to a high, 
pressed tin ceiling.  The reborn Hotel Milledgeville 
even received a new name–it was now known as 
the Hotel Baldwin, the name it retained until it was 
demolished in 1970.  Emmie immediately set out 
beautifying it with flowers, palms, and ferns.   Every-
one seemed to agree that “there is not a prettier place 
in the city than the Green Street entrance to the Hotel 
Baldwin.” 
   Then, early in 1909, tragedy struck.  Norvell’s oldest  
brother, 30-year-old Sam Tant,  was visiting the fam-
ily at the Baldwin. On Monday, May 17, Sam joined 
Norvell and his friends for an afternoon of fishing, at 
a well- known spot just up above the old mill dam on 
the Oconee.  After reaching the river, the young men 
decided to go in swimming.  Sam dived into the water 
from the limb of an overhanging tree but misjudged 
the depth.  His head and shoulders struck the mud 
at the bottom with terrific force, injuring his spine.  
He rose to the surface then immediately sank again.  
After a moment, Norvell realized that something was 
desperately wrong, slid down the bank and waded 
out into the river.  He carried Sam back to the bank 
and somehow, with his friends’ help, resuscitated 
the half-drowned man.  Norvell managed to get his 
brother back to the Baldwin and Emmie immediately 
summoned Drs. Hall and Atkinson.  They declared 
that Sam’s injuries were fatal.  He lingered until early 
Wednesday morning when he passed away.  Funeral 
services were held in the new parlor of the Baldwin.  
Emmie’s heart was broken and by the end of the sum-
mer she turned in her resignation as manager of the 
Baldwin Hotel.

      By February, 1910, Emmie Hardy was ready to give 
hotel-keeping one more try. She rented a three-story wood 
frame boarding house on North Wayne Street which she 
christened “The Hotel Wayne.”  She immediately informed 
the paper that she intended to conduct a first-class hotel and 
that she “is well-known to the traveling public, having been 
engaged in the hotel business for a number of years.”  The 
1910 census shows that Emmie, Bardy, and Norvell were 
all in residence by the spring of that year. After only four 
months, however, Emmie Jackson finally decided to give up 
on Milledgeville.  Her heart simply was no longer in it, and 
perhaps never had been since the death of Sam.  In late June, 
Emmie gave up the hotel and moved to Covington.  Bardy 
and Norvell stayed on in Milledgeville, however, and within 
four months Norvell’s life ambitions would take an abrupt 
turn.
      In August, Mayor Miller Bell and druggist J.F.Kidd ac-
quired an old store on South Wayne Street, across the street 
and up a bit from the Baldwin Hotel.  By September, 1910  
the investors were raising the first floor ceiling and making 
other improvements in order to install a” moving picture 



show.”  By October the Palace Theater, Milledgeville’s first 
movie theater, was in its new home.  On October 29, a Capt. 
Joe Williams  purchased the Palace from Miller Bell and 
the other investors.  Captain Joe declared his intention of 
giving people the “highest class of pictures” and one of his 
first initiatives was to hire a new manager.  So it was that on 
November 29, 1910, the local paper noted that “The Theater 
will be under the management of Mr. Norvell Hardy who 
will run the machine.”  Through the unassuming agency of 
Capt. Joe Williams, Norvell Hardy began his acquaintance 
with the new movie industry.
   The 1910 U.S. Census for Baldwin County lists “Oliver 
M. Hardy” as an electrician at the “Electric Theater.” Al-
though the census taker wrote Hardy’s middle initial incor-
rectly, this is the first time that Norvell is listed anywhere 
as Oliver, though everyone still called him Norvell or, alas, 
Fatty.  At last the 18-year-old had secured a real job and per-
haps considered himself now worthy enough to assume his 
father’s first name.  “Electrician” simply means that he ran 
an electric movie projector and the name “Electric Theater” 
seems to be the census taker’s functional description of the 
moving picture show. If young Hardy had been leading a 
rather indolent life since his mother left town, that changed 
abruptly.  Old timers remembered that he not only ran the 
projector, but took the tickets, ushered, swept the hall, 

served as sidewalk barker, and sometimes sang 
for the slides. The projector showed the flickering 
images from the back of the store toward the screen 
hanging in the front. His first projector was prob-
ably wood-framed which, together with the highly 
flammable film, made the projection booth quite 
dangerous. The reels had to be changed frequently, 
at which point a slide would flash up reading–“One 
minute please while the operator changes reels.”  
The film also tore easily.  One can imagine the audi-
ence booing, while epithets of “Fatty” were directed 
toward the flustered young man in the booth.  
   In May, 1911, less than six months after he hired 
Norvell Hardy as projectionist and general manager, 
Captain Joe Williams sold the theater to Edmond 
Reid, who had recently moved to Milledgeville 
from Madison.  Edmond Reid brought a new level 
of energy and business savvy to the Palace. Upon 
assuming control, Reid assured the public that “the 
pictures shown will be strictly high class; and that 
none of a questionable character will be tolerated.”  
As soon as he took over, Reid had two 16-inch 
suction fans installed and announced, with some hy-
perbole, that the Palace was now “the coolest place 
in the city.”  Despite the suction fans, the projection 
booth must have been hellishly hot in the summer. 
In October he acquired a new projector, and with 
two projectors, the theater would now be in continu-

ous operation from 3:30 to 10 p.m. 
   Norvell Hardy, by his own account, became more and 
more absorbed with what he was projecting on the screen.  
He saw less of his friends, and could be found in the dark-
ness of the Palace–watching, learning, absorbing,
apprenticing. This was Norvell’s school and he critically 
watched the good and the bad.  Years later he told a biog-
rapher, “I saw some of the comedies that were being made 
and I thought to myself that I could be as good–or maybe 
as bad–as some of those boys.” 
       If the Palace Theater may be considered a chrysalis, 
one sees Norvell “Fatty” Hardy enter in 1910 and emerge 
some time later as Oliver Hardy.  In 1913 he left Milled-
geville for the film industry in Jacksonville, Florida. Late 
in 1914, well after Hardy’s departure, his former boss, 
Edmond Reid,  ran an advertisement in the paper that read–
“Milledgeville Boy in Movies Today…At the Colonial 
Theater Today Fatty Hardy, Well Known in Milledgeville, 
Stars in the Movies. Today, at the Colonial, Fatty Hardy in 
‘Back to the Farm.’ It’s a scream in the fun making line.  
This is the first 1,000 foot reel that the old Milledgeville 
boy has appeared in.  It was especially gotten for you.”  
Fatty,.  The “old Milledgeville boy” was gone but not 
forgotten.  MLM




