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Graflex's
ORIGINAL,
Big Bertha!




Editor's Note: In Volume 1 Issue 3 of GHQ,
Jim Chasse started the topic of the famous
Big Bertha cameras. In this issue, we get to
look further into their origins.

GEORGE EASTMAN HOUSE TREASURES #3
by Mike Hanemann

“Big Bertha" ("BB") cameras, the sports photographer's
mainstay of the 1920'-40's, are interesting and often differ
in how they were built and designed to focus. The original

Big Bertha was designed and built by a press
photographer, Joe Sprague. Sprague eventually joined
Graflex as a sales engineer and representative to the press
photographer corps.

My review of over 50 Graflex catalogs at George Eastman
House and on loan from many of you, shows no Big
Bertha cameras listed. I was advised by Tod Gufastson of
GEH, Tim Holden, and others that Graflex did make BB's
on special order. The Graflex built BB's all carry the
unique mechanical set up shown in the photographs. If
yours matches the photos, you have a genuine Graflex BB;
if not it's from one of the numerous camera crafismen of
the period. \

ORIGINAL BIG BERTHA LENSES AND MOUNTING
- GHQ Editors

A more detailed rundown of the original configurations
found on the BB's was found in the _Little Technical
Library's Chapter V, "Special Sports Cameras:" [vol. 27,

~ "Press Photography for the Freelance" by Kip Ross, 1921]

"The most popular Big Bertha outfit is one which was
originally designed in its present form by Joseph A.
Sprague, now an employee of Folmer Graflex Corporation.
It was Sprague who brought the Big Bertha to its present
perfection in building outfits to special order for the big
New York syndicates and newspapers. Since it is the best
known, I shall describe the Sprague outfit in detail, taking
the popular 28-inch model as an example. The lens is a 70
cm (approximately 28-inch) Zeiss Triplet, with a
maximum aperture of f5.0. The special features of this
lens are that it is exceedingly light in weight for its size,
and although it has only three elements, its definition is
excellent. Designed especially for long-focus work, the
maximum corrections are confined to the center of the
image, so that about the largest size negative with which
the lens could safely be used is 8x10 inches. This lens
costs in the neighborhood of $700.

Detail
of
original
Bertha's
handle
and
Jfocus
display.

Pat



"As mounted for the Big Bertha, the lens is screwed into a
flange inserted at the end of a tapering tube of
duraluminum which extends rearwards to cover the actual
bellows of the 5x7 Home Portrait model Graflex from
which the front board has been removed. The bellows of
the camera are joined with the inside of the dural tube so
as to be light-tight. The whole is built upon a metal base,
also of dural: about 3 feet long, 8 inches wide, and 3/4 of
an inch thick along the sides, although in cross section
this base is actually thinner in structure, with the central
portion of the base hollow. The camera is fastened rigidly
to one end of the base, while the lens assembly slides
forward and back upon highly polished rods of stainless
steel. Focusing is done by means of a gear wheel and rack,
and the whole outfit works just Iike any other reflex
camera. The 40-inch Big Bertha is of identical

construction except for the necessary slight decrease in
extension; the 40-inch lens is a Dallmeyer telephoto with
about 20 inches extension, while the 28-inch long focus
lens actually works at that distance.

"As built by Sprague, the Big Berthas usually are supplied
with "gear-shift" systems for rapid focusing to pre-set
distances. This system consists of a gear wheel engaging
the focusing lock just ahead of the regular hand focusing
knob. Attached to this gear wheel is a lever which extends
upward to rest with its inside face against a
crescent-shaped metal guide paralleling the side of the
camera and equipped with adjustable metal stops moving
in a slot along the length of the guide. These stops
protrude slightly from the slot so as to obstruct the passage
of the lever as it slides along the guide in focusing."
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WELCCME TO THF FAMITY OF FINE CAMFRA OUNERS:

Yours for Prige-W

T.: 3 r;ol'aen’: 4 re@é‘fo’é"”

Technical Service Uept.

GRAFLE X, INC.

PHOTOGRAPHIC EQUIPMENT SINCE 1890

HOCHESTER & o NEW YORE,L.5.A.

It i3 a pleasure to ackrowledge receint of the card registering your nevly wurchased
Craflex-made camera. In the helief that you werld like to be kept posted on develop-
ments of interest, we are gending you ovur corplete catalog and putting your neme on
our mailing list, If your pame or address appears Incorrsctly on the envei{.npe s please
terr it out (since 1t contains the meiling 1ist key) and return 1t t0 ug with the
recessary corrections. Also plesse be sure to notify ue of any chapge of address.

Your camera hes besh designed for the making of fine pletures. To further help you,
our Technical Servire Cerartment stands ready to surnly casistance relating to the
use of vour nov camera, FPlsase feel free to eall upon us.

)

ing Pictures,

P.5. Ask vour dealer shout the 400-page book “Graohie Graflex Photography!.




GRAPHIC CAMERAS, Avssivety she rishest

ameras made.
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ASK TIM HOLDEN

Mr. Holden, Direcror of Technical Service, will answer questions of general interest
in these columns. Please address them to Graflex, Inc,, Dept. H, Rochester 8, N, Y.

B, How muth dues the coating of lens cle-
ments inirense its speed?

A. A great many claims have been made
fur the increased speed of coated lenses, but
most of the lenses used with Grarlex
and Speed Grarnic Cameras have only
6 or 8 air-gluss surfaces, and the acrual in-
crease of speed will probably be lietle
mare than 254%. This is only 1, of a stap,
and even with color ilm, you are allowed
greater Jadirude in exposure calenlations,
For all practical purpuses with thee
lenses, you may consider that chere will
be no increase of speed, but the ¢larity
and briltiance of the black-und-whire
negatives and especially the color trans.
parencics will be increased materially,

Q. Cun I have the black metal parts of uny
Speed GRAPHIC replated with chrome?

A. Your camera is one which was made
right along with those which went forward
to the various branches of the Armed
Forces for combat dury. The metal parts
of the camera are so designed that in
order to replate them, it is necessary to
dismantle the camera almost completely

‘to remove these parts. They must be

cleancd, plated, and polished, after which
the camera must be individually reas-
sembled. The cost of this work is quire
high, and there is no suving in throwing
away the black-finished parts throwghous.
Fven if you were agreeable to having
all this accomplished at the relatively high
cost invelved, we still prefer not to under-
iake the work, since we have as yer been
unable to resume special order work of
which this is a part.

Q. What do the letrers M wnd “ B stand
Jor ot my shutter?
A. Phatographic flash lumps are divided
into several groups. One of these is repre-
sented by the small bayonce-base, gas-
filled, SM or SF lamps. These are known
as the “F*” type bulbs and have an igni-
tion delay of approximately five milli-
seconds. This is the rime which elapses
between the closing of the circuit and the
inseunt che level of lumination produced
by the bulb reaches 2 useful poinz. The
second major group is the rype M
bulb. These have a delay of approxi-
mately eweney mllisecconds and they are
represented by mwse of the foil- and wire-
filled bulbs used for synchronization pur-
poses. A very few bulbs of this rype can

be used fur synchronization with the foeal
plune shucter but most of the bulbs regu-
Lasly used are intended for front shurrer
synchrontzition, The third group is of
minur importance, since it consists of
some of the very karge bulbs which are not
intended for synchronization purposes.
These have varying ignition delays and
shuuk] not be synchronized. In some shue-
ters, the letter “X" is used to indicate the
proper serting for Kedatron und other
high-spred gascous discharge cubes which
are considered to have an instantaneous
or 0" (¢zero) delay.

8 The builein self timer of my supermatic

shutler does not work, W hat should I do?

A. 1If your shutter has the two contact
posts extending from the side, you have a
new shutter with built-in synchrontzation
méchanism, instead of the delayed action
mechanism. The camera instruction man-

“ual wutlines the smethed of using che

built-in  synchronization feature. Note
that it requires first, the cocking of the
shutter ind then, cocking the synchronizer
mechanism, Currently, there are no shur-
ters. being supplied with Speed Graruic
cameras, with built-in, self-timing mecha-
Il;illln

Q. With my new Speed GRAPHIC and
Synckronized shutter, the bulb will fire,
but the shutter will not go off when I
press the button on the back of the battery
case. What is wrong?

A. The A-20 connecting cord in the front
shutter must be plugred into the series
outlet which, in the Grariex batrery
vise, is beneath the red burton of the
main switch at the back of the battery
cuse. This means chat the shutter must
be releused mechanivally with the finger,
cable release, or Finger Release. The shut-
ter itself will then close the switch be-
tween the batteries and the bulb, to fire
the bulb in synchrunizagion with te open-
ing of the blades of the shurter,

B, In my Miniature Speed GRAPHIC
cumeru, some of the pictures seem to be
uff-center, cspeciafty when laken verti-
cally. Is sumeshing wrong with the tubn-
lar ciewfinder?

A. It is possible that the frunt scandaed
uf the camera may have dropped from the
norrl posicion. When the leng is properly
centerad, the top of the black moulded

front frame will be even with the tog
the two uprights of the front standz
If the lens is dropped from center, yi
tubular viewfinder will not give you ¢
rect centering of the subject marteer:

R When using the tubular viewfinder
harizontal pictures, the image is cente,
but vertical pictures are not prope
centered. Is the viewfinder usable o
when the camera is held horizontallyé

A. The parallax adjustment is $o0 ma
that when you Jook through the center

the vear and front lenses, your line

vision will cross the optical axis (a ki
from the center of the film extend
through the center of che lens) at the |
dicated distance from the camera, TI
angle remains the same regardiess of ¢
pusition of the camera, but it appears

be easicr to loak through the finder at 5
incorrect angle when the camera is he
for the muking of vertical pictures. f
sure to check this position carefully whe
holding the camera on its side and mal
certain you “see” all four sides of tf
finder as you look through it.

Q. Where can I get combination atiac
ments for my National GRAFLEX len:

A. At the time that the Nations
Grariex camcras were designed an

- oniginaily placed on the marker, ther

wert no combination lens attachmeats fo
them. Your camera is unusually compac
in view of the size of the negative pra
duced. The lens folds into the camer
which is 2 definite advanenge when th
camera is being carried. As a resule o
these various features, the camera wa
fitted with a lens which includes a litth
wider angle of view than is normal of
other cameras producing the same ap.
proximate negative size. Consequemly
lens attachments which are suitable for
use on other cameras teng to cut off the
light which would puss through the Na.
tionil GRAFLEX camera lens and reach
the corners of the flm. As yet, no special
attachments of the combination type have
been mude for chis camera.

While we have not been able to keep a
large stock of uccessarics for these cume
eras, your dealer can probably supply
you with quite 3 number of filters, These
arc in the standard National GrarLEx
filter modut and will slip right over the
camera lens,

Submitted by Tim himself - this represenis one of a series of Q & A columns he did for Graflex in the 1950's
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NE of the more interesting Graflex

cameras is the 5x7 serco. The
series was offered from 1907 through
1922, Production was usually in batches
of 25 and the total of the scries is esti-
mzted at “considerably fewer than
500" Company records from the pen
od are not complete and no exact tolal
cam e slated.

All §x7 Graflex holfers weuld Ft,
and the choice was wide: plate, ca
film_ cut Dlmmagazine, plare magazine,
ilim pack adapier, and the six exposure
# 54 roll filin holder,

The name was embossed in gold

leaf on the fmder hood a5 standard
procedure, however mure than one
have been seen withowt i1, indicating
a vaniance with the rouline, or else
replacement parts.

It was always rather expensive,
ranging irom 5252 to $292, with
matched lenses.

Featores which made this a rather
special item were: focul plane shutser,
T to 1/1000 sec; through the lens
reflex viewing, und rising fron! for
foreground control. The 5x7 nepatives
were oversize compared to most slereo
imnages. This allowed further cantrol

in cropping when the prints were cut
down and mounted on cards for the
stercoscope. (f course, as in most
slerea cameras, atlemate lens capping
would pereit two conventiona! non-
stereo views on each film.

Unique to this camera was a set of
special prisms in the viewfinder hood
which showed an exact, erect view of
the scene with the stereascapic effuct,
full size on the ground glass. This was
delinilely one [arge stereo camera which
couid be hand held in action! The exam-
ple iltustrated residesin the N.M. Graver
callection, Rochester, NY. .

Reéprinted with permission from the Graphic Antiquarian 10/1971
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MODIFYING A GRAFLEX BACK ECONOMICALLY
by An Anonymous Reader

This scheme uses fixed and sliding back bars per the
accompanying sketch. Directions are given for a 4x5 RB Auto
and also a "D." The bars replace the stock ones and are held
on by the original 7 screws. These bars allow Polaroid backs
and Grafmatics to be used without permanent modifications to
erther the camera or the holder and without any $100 Graflok
back or $175mating operation. They should workwith any
other Graflok accessory. Barshacksawed and filed from .045
steel work fine, but other methods and materials might be
suitable. The slanted tabs on each bar fit into the slots on a
Polaroid holder or the groove on a Grafmatic.These tabs and
the push tabs on the sliding bar are, of course,cut out flat and
then bent upward.

Conveniently with 4x5 Graflex SLR's, four 1/16 felt strips
added between the camera and accessory back give the same
lens-to-film/mirror spacing as originally required. This has
been checked with a Graflex 120 roll holder, but obviously
you should check your own spacing as well. The strips can be
attached to either the camera or the back in any suitable

manner suchas using rubber cement. A gap between

longitudinal and transverse felt strips at the dark slideside of

the revolving back accepts the 1/16 rib on the holder so that

the holder need not be modified. The scheme allows the back
to be revolved although a Polaroid back has to be inserted
after revolving and won't fit with the processing protrusion
upward. Seems like regular 4x5 cut film holders could be

used by cutting slots in the sides like the slots in the Polaroid
-- 5 minutes with a "hobby tool"?
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WANT AD POLICY:

Any subscribers wishing to place a want ad selling or seeking
Graflex-related items may send them to the GHQ  for

inclusion at no charge (at this time). The editors reserve final
publication decisions.

WANTED: Front sports wirc finders for 3-1/4x4-1/4
Pre-Anniversary Speed Graphics. Two needed. Bill Baker, 36
Treasury St., St. Augustine, FL 32084

CORRECTION

In our Vol. 3, Issue 1 early this year, we reprinted an article by Dick Paine on 3x4

cameras, and did not fully credit that it originally appeared ' in Shutterbug,
November 1976.

SUBSCRIBER NOTICE:

If anyone did not receive the previous issue of
this newsletter, please contact the address
below. Sometimes one goes astray!

//

Publisher: Mike Hanemann

Editor:  J.C.Welch

One Year Subscription: $14

[payable to

Mike Hanemann]

Contact: Mike Hanemann
P.O. Box 22374

O

Graflex Historic Quarterly
The Quarterly is dedicated to enriching the study of the Graflex Company, its
history, and products. It is published by and for hobbyists, and is not a for-profit
publication.. Other photographic groups may reprint material provided credit is
| given GHQ and the author. We would appreciate a copy of the reprint.

DOES YOUR ADDRESS LABEL HAVE A RED

R

on it? If so, this is your LAST ISSUE unless you renew.
Each year's subscription is 4 issues. If you think the
notice is in error, please contact us. Address on back.
PLEASE RENEW NOW! This is your only reminder.

GRAFLEXES STATED TO BE OBSOLETE BY 1900
by Steve Church

As some may know, the National Geographic Magazine in an
August 1998 article, "BEHIND THE SCENES, Still Shooting
for Perfection” has pictures of a dilapidated Graflex "B,"
which was used by former editor Grosvenor, and of a No. 4
Cartridge Kodak which was used by Arctic explorer Peary and
takes No. 104 (4x5) roll film. The pictures are accompanied
by a statement that, by the end of the 19th century, glass
plates used in equipment such as the "B" had given way to
technology such as the roll film camera.

The facts are that the particular Kodak was made in
1897-1900 and the No. 4 Cartridge Kodak was discontinued
following 1907. Also, and as we-know, the "B" was
introduced in 1923, and glass plates were used by sports
photographers at least until the late 1920's. Furthermore,

Milwaukee, OR 97269
or J.C. Welch
1777 Lake Dr.
Eugene, OR 97404
e-mail hanemann (@ europa.com

or equinox@pond.net (J.C.W's
email)

"B's" could use roll film and Graflexes are sold today for
serious photography while the Kodak No. 4 is a collector's
curiosity. Glass plate holders were advertised into the 1940's,
and Speed Graphics, which could  just as equally use plate
holders were made until 1973.

Since this misinformation will mislead innocent children by
implying that Graflexes were already obsolete by 1900, we
must somehow let the public know the truth -- that these
American made cameras were the world leader in professional
single lens reflex cameras from about 1907 until the 1950's
and will, apparently, still be in use in the 2000's as the only
surviving such camera in large format.

Further misinformation about "B"s appeared in, of all places,
page 280 of the 1943 fifth edition of the Morgan & Lester
Graphic Graflex Photography book which has a picture
captioned, "4 x 5 R. B. Series B Graflex equipped with a
17-inch Dalimeyer telephoto for medium distance photos,”
while the picture shows a "D" complete with lens door side
gussets and furred hood.

Of course, Morgan & Lester didn't have Paine's book; we
don't know what the excuse is for the Geographic.



