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Roy Tash (1898 - 1988) Canadian Film Pioneer

Part 2 — Canadian Photojournalism during the First World War
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Roy Tash with a camera used on such films as
“Birth of a Nation", a Biograph.

Newsmen gathering at Ottawa.

Seated are John Boyd, Globe, at extreme left; then Lou
Turofsky, Roy Tash, Frank O'Byrne of A.S.N. and Fred
Davis, Toronto Star, at extreme right.

Roy was on very friendly terms with then Prime Minister
W. L. Mackenzie-King.
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Roy Tash

Canada’s Eyes and Ears of the World

Bill Belier

In October 1988, editor Everett Roseborough and I arranged an interview with Roy Tash
in preparation for the article in this edition of Photographic Canadiana. Unfortunately it
was not to be. Roy was ailing at the time and the interview had to be postponed and then
on December 7th Roy Tash died. He was in his ninetieth year. His daughter, Norma
McFadden, graciously consented to be interviewed on her father’s behalf and we are indebted
to her for many of the reminiscences and all of the photographs that accompany this article.

Roy Tash, “Dean of Canadian
Cameramen™ (a title affectionately be-
stowed on him by the Canadian Society
of Cinematographers), filmed a pano-
rama of national and international
events through the eyes of his motion
picture camera for over half a century.
One of his very first Canadian assign-
ments was the state funeral of former
Prime Minister, Sir Wilfrid Laurier in
Ottawa in 1919; his last official assign-
ment was in Toronto, the 1967 edition
of the popular Eaton’s annual Santa
Claus Parade in November of that year.
The years between were memorable
indeed and brought him face to face
with adventure, excitement, triumph
and tragedy as the famous, the in-
famous, the mighty and the humble
were caught by the lenses of Tash’s
newsreel camera in the passing par-
ade. . . a kaleidoscope of people and
events, brought to the silver screen for
theatre audiences in the heyday of the
cinema.

Roy was born in Brooklyn, N.Y. in
1898 but moved to Chicago with his
family in his early childhood. In Chi-
cago he received his formal education
and it was here, while still a teenager,
that he would begin his life-long career
as a newsreel cameraman in a sudden
and most unexpected manner.

One summer’s day in 1915, Roy just
happened to be in downtown Chicago
to retrieve his precious Universal movie
camera from a repair depot where he
had left it for minor adjustments. Word
had spread rapidly throughout the area
that the excursion boat ‘Eastland’ had
capsized while taking on passengers at
dockside in the Chicago River. The
vessel was overloaded and the concen-
tration of passengers on the starboard
side had caused the accident. Seven-
teen-year-old Roy rushed to the scene
in a matter of minutes and was able to
film the disaster. He had no way of
knowing at the time, but the tragedy
unfolding before his eyes in which 853
people would die was to become the

worst disaster in the city’s history since
the great Chicago fire of 1871.

Apparently he was the only pho-
tographer at the scene with a motion
picture camera, for, soon afterward, the
big Pathé News Company sought him
out and purchased the footage that he
had shot . . . Roy Tash has earned his
first byline!
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Tash was presented to Her Majesty
Queen Elizabeth and photographed
her on many occasions.

He continued his education and his
after-school job as part-time janitor and
projectionist at a neighbourhood nick-
elodeon and saved his earnings so that
he could upgrade his camera. He
developed a friendship with some of the
cameramen at a nearby studio not far
from his home. Roy must have had a
persuasive charm even then, for the
cameramen began saving their short
ends of film for him which he would
splice into fifty-foot rolls for his own
use. It was here that he would meet
Curtis Prichard, one of the greatest
movie-news photographers of that era.
In later years when reflecting on his
career, Roy would say “. . . Prichard
took me under his wing and from him
[ really learned the basis of professional
motion picture photography.”

The ensuing years were probably
spent in Chicago, and his mentor, Curtis
Prichard, probably worked for Pathé
News (Everett and 1 had intended to
explore this period in Roy’s career had
circumstances permitted). One thing is
certain however: Roy Tash had realized
his ambition.

In 1919 Roy and his friend Blaine
Irish, a Chicago projectionist, decided
to pursue their fortunes in Canada and
moved to Toronto, where they set up
shop above the old Photodrome
Theatre on Queen Street across from
the City Hall. The company was called
“Filmcraft Industries” and was par-
tially financed by Clifford Sifton, a
prominent newspaper owner and by
Irwin Proctor, an aviation pioneer from
Hamilton, Ont.

Roy and his partner began a madcap
existence, establishing their fledgling
company and taking on any type of job
that came their way, from filming a
‘horses and hounds’ meet at the fash-
ionable Toronto Hunt Club, to flying
regularly in war surplus Curtis ‘Jennie’
aircraft to film barnstorming pilots
(veterans of World War [) performing
hair-raising stunts for the shock and
amusement of the theatre-going public.
There were regular assignments from
the various other American new serv-
ices, in addition to Pathé as there was
little need to send a camera crew up
from New York or Chicago now that
cameraman Tash was resident in
Canada!

But alas, this freelance existence was
not to continue. Following a devastat-
ing fire which destroyed the theatre and
the modest assets of Filmcraft In-
dustries, Roy and Blaine dissolved their
partnership and went their separate
ways. It was 1923 and Roy, having
married a Toronto girl, Edna Smith, the
previous year, needed a more reliable
source of income. He accepted an offer
from Associated Screen News® and
began an alliance that would endure for
the rest of his career and establish his
reputation as Canada’s premier news-
cinematographer.



Associated Screen News was a Mon-
treal-based film company (with strong
financial ties to Canadian Pacific Rail-
way), that became almost a legend in
its own time; in fact, it was THE motion
picture production company in Canada.
For many years it was safe to assume
that if you came across a newsreel

Roy Tash and his friend Nelson (Nels)
Quarrington of the old Toronto
Evening Telegram on assignment.

cameraman ‘at work or on location’
anywhere in Canada, he was most
likely to be filming for ASN. Associated
Screen News had a virtual monopoly
before World War II, and I can well
remember, as a youth growing up in
Ottawa in the 1930’s, ASN’s familiar
dark blue Chevrolet van with the
camera platform on the reinforced roof
from which the cameraman worked —
a familiar sight on Parliament Hill
whenever there was a story to cover
from the nation’s capital. It was inevi-
table that Roy Tash should be attracted
to this company.

Roy had already completed 24 years
service with ASN when 1 first met him
in 1947. At that time Associated Screen
News was also the exclusive Canadian
representative for Bell & Howell, and I
was employed in the sales division
(Benograph) in Montreal, before trans-
ferring to Toronto in the spring of that
year. The newsreel, film production and
sales divisions of ASN all shared the
same quarters on Adelaide Street West,
and it was here that [ would come to
know Roy over the next seven years
before I left ASN to join Bell & Howell’s
new Canadian company in 1954.
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To attest to Roy’s abilities as a
master of his profession surely does not
require further confirmation and as I
looked back in preparation for this
article and tried to recall just what there
was about this man that impressed me
the most, I came to realize that it was
not his accomplishments or the honours
bestowed upon him, but the man him-
self.

Roy Tash, as | remember him, was
the quintessential gentleman. Tall in
stature and well spoken, he had a
certain dignity about him that some of
his contemporaries would later describe
as ‘an old world charm’. He was a neat
and fashionable dresser and very con-
scious of his personal grooming. At
work, at social events or at leisure, Roy
was always correctly attired. The life
of a cameraman is not without its
moments of frustration or aggravation,

Sherbrooke St.. Montreal, 1932.

Roy Tash and Gordon Sparling filming St. Jean Baptiste parade on

of Associated Screen News would be-
come as well-known across Canada as
many of the celebrities that he photo-
graphed.

Newsworthy events, of course, also
attracted the press photographers and
a strong camaraderie developed be-
tween ‘stillmen’ and ‘moviemen’ the
collected adventures of whom, if ever
published, would fill volumes. Such
well-known photographers as Nels
Quarrington of the old Toronto Tele-
gram and John Boyd of the Globe and
Mail, among others, would always con-
trive to get a photo of Roy standing
beside his subject after Roy had
completed his assignment. In turn, Roy
would oblige by prolonging a ‘take’, if
necessary, to assist a still photographer
who had fluffed a shot and needed a
retake. Within a day or two, Roy would
receive an 8x10 glossy print from one

—

yet I cannot recall a single incident
when Roy was reported to have ‘lost his
cool’ on a assignment and in my almost
weekly contact with him, I cannot
remember him ever raising his voice in
argument or resorting to profanity to
vent his displeasure.

I can recall Roy saying that no two
assignments were alike and to “always
expect the unexpected”. During his
long career, he would be called upon
to film an incredible number of events
in any number of locations and under
all types of conditions — it was all part
of the job. But the assignments that he
enjoyed most were those involving
people, and the tall figure of Mr. Tash

of his friends.

Over the years Roy would amass an
unbelievable collection of photographs,
the extent of which is hard to describe.
Selecting a few of the photos for this
article proved to be very difficult; I
would have liked to use them all! There
are kings and queens, princes,
emperors, presidents, prime ministers,
governors-general, field marshals and
page after page of dignitaries and
celebrities from the past, instantly rec-
ognizable by most of us old enough to
have shared the same ‘moment in time’
with Roy.

Roy Tash, by his own admission, was
a difficult man to intimidate; he knew
his job and he did it well. Throughout



his career, he would encounter subjects
that were hard to work with but he
always managed to complete the as-
signment. His very manner seemed to
suggest that he too, was a man accus-
tomed to respect. Naturally he had his
favourites.

Having accompanied King George
VI and Queen Elizabeth on their across
Canada tour in 1939, just weeks before
the outbreak of World War II, he
developed a fond affection for them.
He would remember the Queen as a
very gracious lady and was delighted
when he was presented to her some
years later at a government function in
Ottawa.

With Prime Minister Mackenzie
King he had a special rapport that
extended over King's long career. King
died in 1950 while I was still at ASN
and | can remember Roy being deeply
moved when he heard the news.

I can recall another occasion at ASN
when an urgent call came through from
head office in Montreal. Apparently
there was a problem. The necessary
authority for ASN to film a forthcoming
event on Parliament Hill was being
mired in officialdom. President Ben
Norrish was on the line and the message
was “Find Roy Tash and get him to
Ottawa immediately. He will be able
to straighten out this mess with Mr.
King.” And he did! How times have
changed!

Governor-General Vincent Massey
was another favourite, and in 1956 Roy
was pleased when he was selected to
accompany him on an extended trip
into Canada’s far north. Churchill,
Roosevelt, Queen Wilhelmina of the
Netherlands, the Duke of Windsor,
Billy Bishop, to name a few, were also
a pleasure to photograph; but he was
not particularly enamoured of Presi-
dent Truman, and certainly not im-
pressed with the supercilious General
Charles de Gaulle.

Probably of all Roy’s assignments,
the one best remembered by the general
public was the story that brought him
to the little hamlet of Corbeil in North-
ern Ontario just hours after the birth of
five little girls, the Dionne quintuplets,
on 28th May 1934. Roy was the first
newsreel cameramen on the scene and
his film of the event was quickly
reproduced for international distribu-
tion. Roy would return on other occa-
sions to film the progress of the quints,

but the excitement surrounding the
original scoop was, for him, no longer
there.

Although not a particularly gre-
garious person, Roy, on occasion,
would relate little anecdotes from his
experiences that were always amusing.
One such story concerns a telegram
that he sent one day while on assign-
ment. Apparently he had received
counter instructions from head office
to proceed directly to Ottawa and to
bypass Toronto. The telegram that he
sent to Toronto to explain his wherea-
bouts read something like this: “Urgent
that I proceed to Ottawa to shoot the
Prime Minister. Signed — Roy Tash.”

An alarmed telegrapher misinterpreted
the intent of the message and contacted
the local police. When Roy’s overnight
train arrived the following morning at
Ottawa’s Union Station, there was a
reception committee of R.C.M.P. of-
ficers to take him into custody. Roy had
a few anxious moments however, while
he explained that ‘to shoot’ in the
vernacular of a cameraman also meant
‘to photograph’, and that Prime Minis-
ter King knew him well and would
surely attest to his good intentions!

In his long career Roy could lay
claim to several “firsts” as a camer-
aman and he would receive many
honors and commendations but the one
he most cherished. I would venture to
say, was “Dean of Canadian Newsreel
Photographers™. In his honor, the Roy
Tash trophy is awarded annually to the
best camera news person in Canada by
the society of which he was a founding
member — The Canadian Society of
Cinematographers. Appropriately
enough, the actual trophy is a gold-
plated Bell and Howell Eyemo camera,
as identifiable with Roy and other
newsreel cameramen as the Speed
Graphic was to press photographers of
his era.

In 1982, Roy was elected to the
Canadian News Hall of Fame and
joined an illustrious group of journal-
ists, foreign correspondents, editors,
broadcasters and other personalities in
the news media honored over the years
for excellence in their profession.

In retirement, Roy continued to live
in Toronto and kept in touch with his
many friends and associates in the film
industry. His wife of fifty nine years
had predeceased him in 1981. His two
daughters, Norma McFadden and Bette

Barrett, live in Toronto and, with seven
grandchildren and six great-grandchil-
dren, he would enjoy a full life to the
very end.
Those of us who knew Roy will long
remember him.
Copyright 1989 — Bill Belier

Notes

J My First Forty Years Behind a
Newsreel Camera Tash/Croft, Ma-
cleans Magazine, December 5, 1959.

2. In recent years, Associated Screen
News Ltd. came under new ownership.
The corporate name was changed to
Associated Screen Industries Lid.

ROY TASH, csc

Life Memb

Cinematographer (Retired)

1140 Bloor Street West, Suite 1112

Toronto, Ontario M6H 4E6

(416) 533-2164

Treasurer of the CSC

Mr. Tash is considered the Dean of the newsreel
cameramen and The Roy Tash Award is presented
every year to the best news cameraman in Canada.
Awards:

Life Member Canadian Picture Pioneers

Life Member Toronto Press Club

Canadian Film & Television Association Award —
Life Membership

1968 — Hon. Member Toronto Press Photographers
Association

1978 — Bill Hilson Award

1978 — Member of Canadian Academy of Film and
Television Arts & Sciences

1957/1962 — Special Awards by Canadian Picture
Pioneers

1965 — Winner of International Cooperation Year
Award

1967 — Centennial Medal

1966 — Special Award by Variety Club of Toronto,
Tent 28

1982 — Member of News Hall of Fame

1983 — Commendation Scroll from Art Eggleton
(Mayor of Toronto)

1983 — Bicentennial Award from Premier William
Davis of Ontario

page from Canadian Society of
Cinematographers’ Directory 1988.

Michael Kominek turns his famous
camera and instrument repair
business over to Russ Forfar one of
the new owners, after 36 years. See
Editor’s Notebook. Photo by Dennis
Cannon.



