Wally’s Photography Career Develops At Classic Photo
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By Wally Ely

 By the time I became an adult, Classic Photo Laboratories was an institution in the Lehigh Valley.

       However, I remember this photo-processing giant from much simpler days, before success caught hold of the company.

      Frank Bendus and Walt Faryniak teamed up to start photo processing work during the late 1940`s in Walt's basement in a row home at 946 Tilghman Street, near New Street, in Allentown.

      The infant Classic Photo did all the darkroom basics in that basement, including developing black and white film, then printing the results onto photo paper for a growing customer list.  There was plenty of family there including Ellen, Walt’s wife; their daughter, Eileen, and son Jeff, plus Bob Bendus.


The prints were processed, dried, collated and packaged for pickup by the customers.  A tiny counter in a crowded basement “lobby” was all the public contact space they needed or could afford at that time. They took in rolls of customers’ film for processing, and sold film and other basic camera supplies.  Customers walked down the outside concrete basement steps, and ducked under the low-bridge below the front porch, to find this hidden showroom.


I came upon this business in the summer of 1950 while in ninth grade.  My mom introduced me to Bob Bendus, Frank's brother.  We met while Mom worked as a waitress at the popular Superior Restaurant on Hamilton Street.  Bob and I hit it off thanks to my photo knowledge.  I was a camera nut and spent a lot of time in the student darkroom at Harrison-Morton Junior High School. I was a camera guy on the school newspaper and yearbook.  

I had learned a few photo skills at the Allentown Boys Club, just down the street from my home on Fourth Street.  My mom also put me in touch with Bob Deluca, of Northampton, another Superior customer who worked weekends in the darkroom at the Allentown Morning Call.  Bob also was impressed with my interest in photography, and invited me to visit the Call photo lab whenever I wanted (when he was working), which was most every Sunday.  He taught me a lot of photo processing skills, like developing, printing, enlarging, and more.  I was a photo “nerd” and seriously considered a photography career for quite some time. 

Bob Bendus offered to get me into Classic for a job for the summer, and I jumped at the chance.  I was hired instantly thanks to Bob’s clout with his brother. 

I started my new job the day after school let out for the summer.  Classic was a ten-minute bike ride from home.  I worked just outside the darkroom, packaging the prints.  This was the greatest job for a young photo fan - I loved it.  Each photo was stamped with the number of the roll that produced it. By the time the print was processed through the “soup” or developer, stop bath, and fixer, or “hypo,” The picture was long since separated from other prints on the roll, floating around in the final bath of clear water.  A shiny heated revolving stainless steel drum pulled along the wet prints from a belt.  Here they attached to the drum, dried and received their glossy finish, dropping off when they became completely dry. 


Chatting recently with Ken Clauser, Ken helped me remember that Walt did the developing, Frank made the contact prints, Ellen did the oversize, and Bob worked on the enlargements.  This changed slightly over the years, and Ken joined the team and eventually ended up working in that basement printing the oversize shortly after my summertime Classic career ended.


The belt moved from the darkroom into the work area where the dried prints tumbled into a pile.  A worker (sometimes me) sifted through the pile, collated the prints by number, and stacked each order together.  The completed prints were combined with their negatives and counted before being stuffed into the original envelope.  That was my job: Getting the order back together and into the envelope – a no-brainer!  Sometimes, for diversion, they let me mix chemicals, or lend a hand inside the darkroom if they were desperate. 


Someone else did the billing, writing the cost of the order onto the completed bag.  The job was complete. The order went “out front” to wait for the customer to pick it up.


I'd probably still be working in photography, except for a youthful blunder.  In August, my friend, Ted Litzenberger, invited me to spend a week with his family in their rented a cabin at Lake Teedyuskung, in Pike County of the Pocono Mountains.  If I could accept the offer, it would be my only “vacation” for the summer. 

I shared my desire with Frank.  He didn't like the idea one bit, said the right thing, and told me clearly, “If you go, don't come back.”  Not having a good understanding of my priorities, I packed up and headed for a week of boating and hiking -- summer fun with Ted.  I did not rejoin Classic and regretted that decision for a long time. 


Somehow, Classic Photo moved on without me, and became a huge regional photo-processing center. Their first big move was to a former corner snack bar building at New and Allen Streets.  That little luncheonette also has a place in my memory.  There, on my lunch hour from Classic on Tilghman Street, I could grab a sandwich, and watch the news on television.  It was there, on a lunch break from my high-pressure job (collating photo prints) that I remember seeing Chet Huntley and Dave Brinkley covering the political conventions – the first time they were together on the air, and the kick-start for their careers. 


It was at this era of Classic that, as a customer, I met Henry Kolb, who managed the sales showroom.  Henry’s family included twins -- a boy and a girl.  My wife Suzanne later taught these boys at Cleveland Elementary School in 2nd Grade.  Henry is still in the photo business at 19th and Roth Avenue in Allentown.  His company is not “retail,” it serves professional photographers only.

Classic advanced from this modest location a couple of years later, moving to a immense building covering most of an urban block at Fulton and Gordon Streets.  By this time they were processing orders from most of Eastern Pennsylvania and beyond, with a fleet of as many as thirty-five vehicles pulling in orders from satellite locations. 

A business merger with the other regional photo giant Kodak’s Qualex ended the reign of Classic Photo.  Qualex is big – sixty processing locations, headquartered in Durham, North Carolina.  Qualex survived; the Classic name did not. 

It turns out, Qualex really wanted the enormous route system Classic had built up, and was not interested in the processing part of Classic’s business.  Henry Kolb eventually ended up with the remnants of the Classic equipment.  I ended up working in a marketing and public relations career, and never returned to the photography field.

On a personal note, I want to remember that I wrote this entire story in two sittings on my Palm.  Not having a portable keyboard for the Palm, I use the ABC on-screen keyboard and stylus that is not meant for long writing projects.  Nevertheless, I’ve become pretty good at it, and it worked out just fine. It was the first time I tried writing anything harder than entering a calendar date or a memo by this method.  Substantial editing was necessary after I hot-synched my document to my PC and the real Microsoft Word.

Wally Ely

                                                                 Page # 1

