The Fairmont Opera House, The Haynic, & The Nicholas Theater
The Fairmont Opera House, widely considered to be one of the finest historic venues of
its kind in the Midwest, is set to open its 2015/2016 season. It has evolved over the
years from being an opera house, a movie theater, to near condemnation. It was finally
resurrected to its present stately appearance offering quality entertainment to citizens of
Martin County and beyond. The following is based upon historical documentation in the
Pioneer Museum including “…And The Curtain Rises” by Thomas Arneson.
The history of the Fairmont Opera House dates back to 1901 at which time a group of
civic minded citizens determined that the area needed an “assembly hall.” A group of
72 individuals came together to form what was to be known as the Fairmont Opera
House association. The site at the corner of Blue Earth Avenue and North North
Avenue was purchased for this purpose.
The grand opening was on February 11, 1902, featuring the comic opera, The
Chaperones, perhaps considered a bit risqué for Fairmont standards and values of
1902. Frank Day, Sentinel Editor, used his newspaper to implore every businessman,
professional, city and county official, teacher, and anyone owning a thousand dollars
worth of real estate to purchase a ticket to the grand opening because its purpose was
for the enhancement of the local area. It seems his efforts proved successful as 400
tickets at $5.00 per ticket were sold out in one hour!
In 1903, William W. Ward took over the management and control of the Opera House.
The theory was that perhaps private enterprise would be more successful than
committee management. However, Ward kept his lease for only about a year, and then
volunteer management again took over. The building was at that time used primarily for
repertory groups, local talent productions, political speeches and rallies, and high school
commencement exercises.
In 1912, the board of directors accepted a proposition from Billy Hay and W. L. Nicholas
to rent to them. It was renamed the Haynic Theater.
Nicholas and Hay decided to show “Moving Pictures” in the Haynic. Hay was quoted as
saying in the April 11, 1913, edition of the Sentinel that “The moving picture has come
to stay.” However, live shows also continued. Later that same year a refrigerator plant
for cooling the Haynic Theater was installed. It was an elaborate system of drawing
fresh air into the basement piped through twelve inch tile over ice chambers to provide
cooling.
Hay and Nicholas continually stressed the comfort and cleanliness of their venue,
perhaps implying to some extent that its competition was lacking in both areas. It may
have had an effect as within a short time the other two theaters that had been operating

for at least a year, the Bijou and Crystal, both closed. As an added attraction, the
Haynic Orchestra consisting of five pieces played at all the movies that were shown
every night of the week but Sunday. Shows lasted about an hour and admission was
five to ten cents.
In 1914, a competitor emerged named Harry Gilbert who built a movie theater called the
Strand, later to be named the Lake Theater. Soon after the Strand opened in 1915,
Gilbert sold its lease to a Mason City firm. Within a month of that transaction, the
Mason City firm turned the lease over to Hay and Nicholas. Hay and Nicholas invested
$5,000.00 in the Strand to set it up as the chief movie house in town thereby allowing
the Haynic to be used primarily for live entertainment.
In 1919, the Opera House witnessed a heated exchange between A. L. Ward, one of its
largest stockholders, and members of the board of directors, especially W. L. Nicholas,
charging that there was a conspiracy to prevent the sale of the property. Following
Ward’s charges, Nicholas offered Ward a check for “100 cents on the dollar.” Ward
declined the offer prompting hearty laughter from those present.
The interest in silent movies had caused the popularity of road shows to decline.
Consequently, in 1920, Hay and Nicholas purchased the theater, showed movies on
Saturday and Sunday nights and occasionally a vaudeville show or minstrel show.
However, the Opera House did not thrive as the novelty of movies waned.
Then, in 1926, William Hay suddenly died. Nicholas bought Hay’s share in ownership
from his estate and later partnered with Finkelstein and Ruben, a large theater and
entertainment corporation in Minneapolis, involving the Haynic and Strand Theaters.
The Haynic was then renamed the Nicholas Theater.
In 1928 W. L. Nicholas made a startling announcement that Fairmont would be the
smallest city in the United States to offer “Talkies.” On the opening of the “talkies,” July
4, 1929, the Nicholas was filled continuously for eleven hours with over 300 people,
some traveling from as far as 100 miles away.
From the late 1920s until 1980, the Nicholas Theater was exclusively a movie theater.
The building was closed in 1980 and it appeared at that time that its life may have come
to an end. However, a group of volunteers led by Dr. Robert Arneson and his wife,
Mary, spearheaded the restoration of the building. Since that time, many civic minded
volunteers and donors have been able to maintain and enhance the structure, as well
as its offerings, to its current state.
For more information on this topic, or to become a member, visit the Pioneer Museum in
Fairmont or its website, www.fairmont.org/mchs.

