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WCPHA Newsletter August 2019 
Next Meeting 
Our Next Meeting will be held on Wednesday August 7th 2019 at 
the Hillcrest Community centre, room MP320, 7:15pm. There will 
be a mini-mart then the usual show and tell. Tom Parkinson will 
compare several middle (or mass) market 1950s 35mm German cameras from the large 
makers—Voigtländer Vito, Agfa Silette, Zeiss Contina, and Kodak Retinette. 
 

Antique Camera Summer Outing 
We are revisiting the Wooden Boat Festival at Granville Island on Sunday August 25th. 
We will meet near the Granville Island Ferry dock at the west end of the island—to the 
right (north) of the access ramp at 2pm, then down the ramp and along the float around 
the Public Market to the displays on the market forecourt. Members wanting to lunch 
together will meet in Bridge’s Bistro, immediately south of the dock, at 12:30pm. The 
Wooden Boat Festival also runs the two previous days, Friday and Saturday. Members 
unable to join the group are free to visit and take their pictures on any day. 

The rules are that you must shoot film in a camera made in or before 1960.  You can 
use up to two cameras and submit up to two prints per camera—from 4x6 to 8x10, 
mounted or not, colour or B&W, to be judged at the October meeting. Commercial 
developing and printing is fine as are electronic prints, but any adjustments are limited 
to what could be done in a darkroom. Good Luck.  
 

From the Secretary—Annual General Meeting 
Our Annual General Meeting was held on May 1st, 2019 at the Hillcrest Community 
centre. Our President managed a near record time of eight minutes by omitting his 
remarks. Treasurer Randall Lee reported that our main expenses last year—meeting 
room charges—were almost balanced by our $20 membership dues for a small loss of 
$70.57. We have healthy reserves of $10,317, earning interest in three, tiered, term 
deposits. The existing executive was re-elected by proclamation. – TEP 
 

B.C. history comes alive in Uno Langmann's photo collection 
Member Ingo Breig has brought to our attention a further donation of historic photos. 
 

Canon, Nikon and others are fighting for survival  
Member Marc Kramer passes on this report of continuing declines in digital camera 
sales. The compact business is dead and the high-end stuff seriously declining as the 
cell/mobile cameras take over. Shades of the decline in film cameras and the German 
industry described below. The Japanese Government usually forces companies to 
merge to save “face”. Interesting times.  
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Monday, August 5th 2019  
Past President Rolf Eipper advises us the BC Farm Museum in Fort Langley will hold a 
“Special Day” featuring model trains, and a vintage camera collection. Rolf asks a good 
question “whose?” 
 

German Camera Industry Mergers 
Our email last month included a web item on German Camera Industry Mergers, 
particularly the creation of Zeiss Ikon in Dresden in 1926 by the merger of Contessa-
Nettel, Ernemann, Goerz and ICA, to form one part of the Carl Zeiss Foundation 
(Stiftung). The other major part being the optical company Carl Zeiss in nearby Jena. 
The foundation also controlled both major shutter manufacturers, Compur from Friedrich 
Deckel in Munich, and the Prontor family from Alfred Gauthier in Calmbach (also in 
Bavaria). AG Hahn and Goerz joined Zeiss Ikon later and in 1956 Voigtländer was 
purchased from the chemical company Schering after Zeiss had made the difficult 
transition to the West.  
 

Voigtländer was by far the oldest company having 
been formed in 1756. (LEFT First Voigtländer 
Daguerreotype camera, made in Vienna Austria, 1841) 
But Voigtländer was not integrated into the Combine 
for a decade, and then only marketing. Production was 
finally consolidated in the late 1960s when the German 
industry was in its death throes. Too little, too late. The 
Germans never accepted the success of the Japanese 
camera industry, regarding them as inferior copyists 
despite their clear innovations and optics that were not 
only less expensive but often superior. The German 
retail camera industry actually refused to stock 
Japanese cameras until the late 1960s. Prior to WWII 
the Japanese did make poor quality camera copies—
some of the better ones with shutters and lenses 
brought in from Germany. After the war the Nikon and 
Canon rangefinder cameras were derived from the 
Zeiss Contax and Leica cameras respectively—but 
with improved features and outstanding optics. 

 
There was an earlier merger in 1909 when ICA (Internationale Camera AG) was formed 
by merging four camera makers Hüttig AG in Dresden, Kamerawerk Dr. Krügener in 
Frankfurt, Wünsche AG in Reick near Dresden and Carl Zeiss Palmos AG in Jena. 
 
Why these mergers? The simple answer was there were too many companies produc-
ing too many similar cameras combined with economic downturns. For ICA it was a 
recession in mid-decade, for Zeiss it was the German hyperinflation of 1922-3. Both 
reduced camera sales. There must be interesting stories of the boardroom battles 
fought for which cameras would be retained after each merger, initially all were, then 
poor sellers or those expensive to produce were culled. The Voigtländer purchase in 
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1956 was a similar story, Voigtländer built better quality cameras but could not compete 
on price with the maze of smaller companies springing up in West Germany—all 
seemingly aimed at the middle market—by then predominantly 35mm. Their owner 
Schering was not particularly interested in cameras and unwilling to invest in turning 
Voigtländer around, Zeiss was—or may have been coerced by industry or government 
bodies to support such a famous German name—normally a Japanese trait.   
 
The Zeiss management then made a drastic error. Both Zeiss-Ikon and Voigtländer had 
cloth focal plane 35mm SLRs in development as the behind the lens leaf shutter SLRs 
of the period were clearly inferior, complex and limited. These included the Contaflex, 
Bessamatic, Ultramatic, Retina Reflex et al. Voigtländer’s prototype SLR had many 
similarities with the Asahi Pentax introduced two years later. It was clean looking and 
simple. Zeiss Ikon had its so-called professional model, the Contarex in development. 
Management opted for their own, the Contarex, which turned out to be an over-complex 
over-priced and awkward to use turkey when introduced in 1959 contemporaneous with 
the Nikon F. It did not sell to the professionals it was aimed at but more to the loaded 
amateur who wanted an imposing heavy lump of metal hanging on his chest. It was 
indeed heavy, bulky and impressive with its selenium “bulls-eye”. The professionals 
bought the Nikon F.  

 
Consequently, the Contarex was 
expensively revamped to add an 
interchangeable prism with behind the 
lens CdS meter—rather like the Nikon 
F’s Photomic finder! Still sales were 
derisory and Zeiss finally resurrected 
the earlier Voigtländer design as the 
Icarex. (LEFT) This was a much better 
camera but out-priced and out-featured 
by SLRs from a dozen Japanese 
manufacturers—not to mention the 
Russians and East Germans. In 
desperation an Icarex was produced 

with the Pentax thread mount (Icarex TM) to enable use of Japanese lenses. Ironic as 
this 42mm mount was a pre-war Dresden design (and Pentax was originally a Zeiss 
trademark!). Again, far too little, far too late. Zeiss stopped camera production in 1972 
and Rollei bought the rights to the Icarex, which became the early Rolleiflex 35. 
Production was then moved to Singapore and a more compact SLR designed—but that 
is another story—that also ended badly. 
 
The final chapter on mergers takes us to East Germany where the DDR’s central 
planning was a disaster—for more than just cameras. It would take pages to review so 
let’s take a look at just one camera company—KW. 
 
Kamera-Werkstätten Guthe & Thorsch GmbH was founded in 1919.by Paul Guthe and 
Benno B. Thorsch. Thorsch died and Guthe, a part Jew, had to get out so exchanged 
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the company in 1938 with a German-American Charles A. Noble who owned a photo-
copier company in Detroit. (Talk about just-in-time!) Nobel renamed the company 
Kamera-Werkstätten Charles A. Noble. He moved the company to Niedersedlitz, a 
Dresden suburb which fortuitously escaped the fire bombing of 1945.  
 
After some reparations extracted by the Soviets, the company was nationalised in 1946 
and renamed Kamera-Werkstätten VEB Niedersedlitz. The only camera company not to 
be nationalised until near the end of the DDR was Ihagee with its renowned Exacta 
35mm SLR, purportedly as it was Dutch owned and so an ally to the Russians—it was 
also, at least initially until starved of development capital, a big hard-currency earner. In 
theory KW should have been treated similarly as it was American owned but the 
Nobles, father and son, were accused of spying and imprisoned in the Soviet Gulag 
system. Eventually they were retrieved by diplomatic effort and after the unification of 
Germany reclaimed their factory in Dresden and produced the rotating lens Noblex 
panoramic cameras, for 120 and 35mm film. (Our member Siggi Rohde became the 
Canadian distributor, bought up all the spare parts when Noblex folded, and remains the 
only Noblex repair service in the world.)  
 
The DDR was formed in 1949 and moved companies in and out of various VEBs 
(People’s Enterprise’) like a chess game played by monkeys. KW became MECHANIK 
Kamera-Werkstätten VEB Niedersedlitz in 1948; OPTIK Kamera-Werkstätten VEB 
Niedersedlitz in 1951; VEB Kamera-Werke Niedersedlitz in 1953; and VEB Kamera- 

und Kinowerke Dresden in 1959 which was a merger of 
five companies. At this time KW was manufacturing three 
different series of 35mm single-lens reflex camera: 
Contax/ Pentacon, Praktica and Praktina. adding the 
Pentina in 1961-1965, a hopeless, if good looking, 35mm 
single-lens reflex with leaf-shutter and internal electric 
winder. All four had different lens mounts, Exacta made 
the fifth. At this point KW lost its identity and trademark—
replaced with the Pentacon, (previously Ernemann, then 
Zeiss) tower emblem. 

 
The next reorganisation produced the name VEB PENTACON DRESDEN Kamera- und 
Kinowerke in 1964 then Kombinat VEB PENTACON DRESDEN in 1968. Finally, VEB 
PENTACON DRESDEN, in 1985. The 1968 iteration brought Ihagee into the fold and 
the Exacta’s now very dated 1930s design was replaced with a Pentacon body 
complete with the Exacta lens mount and release on the left body front that also served 
as the aperture stop down—on lenses so equipped. The DDR bureaucrats seemed 
better at name changing than rationalising camera production as, at reunification in 
1990, an economic assessment showed Pentacon to be hopelessly uneconomic and 
the entire outfit was closed with the exception of some Schott glass and Zeiss Ikon 
optics manufacture in Jena. – TEP 
 
References: A detective hunt on leaf shutters from the GDR  Leif Johansen 
  The Praktina System  Alberto Taccheo 2015 
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From the Web: History of the Nicca Camera 
 
The Nicca Camera Co. Ltd. started as the optical workshop Kōgaku Seiki-sha or Optical 
Precision Equipment. The initial employees had come from Seiki-Kogaku Kenkyusho – 
the company which grew to manufacture Canon cameras. In creating the optical work-
shop Kōgaku Seiki-sha, the timing was not ideal, since Japan was already at war with 
China, and would soon be totally involved with World War II. 
 
In August 1941 Kōgaku Seiki-sha received a commission from the Ministry of War for 
the construction of 35mm Leica-type M39 mount cameras. In spite of war-time condit-
ions, Kōgaku Seiki-sha was able to produce its first cameras during 1942 to 1944. 
These were labeled "Nippon". Only ten units were initially produced. (Germany was 
rumoured to have shipped Leica construction drawings among many other items to 
Japan by U-boat, whether these were used is unknown.) 
 
Peter Dechert writes: "Somehow the group managed to maintain their identity during the 
1941-1945 war. They even managed to complete as many, perhaps, as 300 Nippon 

cameras, probably entirely for 
various Japanese military 
agencies. These cameras were 
of two standard sorts. The more 
versatile was based on the 
Leica III and resembled it in 
almost every major detail ... the 
other was like a Leica Standard 
in function without slow 
speeds". 
 
In 1948, the company changed 
its name to the Nippon Camera 
Works - Peter Dechert further 

wrote: "... they realized that the camera would sell more rapidly in the multi-national 
milieu gathered in reconstructive Japan if they called it something else [other than 
'Nippon' which meant 'Japan'] ... Thus, Nippon became the Nicca, presumably a form of 
contraction of 'Nippon Camera' and coincidentally one of the trade names that Nippon 
Kogaku had considered before settling on 'Nikon'." 
 
In 1949, the company adopted the camera name to be their company name: the "Nicca 
Camera Works, Ltd." In May 1958, Yashica Company, Ltd. as it was then known 
(previously "Yashima Seiki Company"), acquired the Nicca Camera Company Ltd. 
(although the transaction took place in several steps over 1958-1960). Yashica had 
previously been primarily a manufacturer of leaf-shutter twin lens reflex cameras of the 
6 X 6 cm medium format. The acquisition of Nicca provided them with expertise in focal-
plane shutter construction and the 35mm camera format. The high-quality Nicca Leica 
copies badged with the Yashica name are rare and valuable. – Peter Decher, TEP 
 
     --30-- 


