
Patrick Spence-Thomas 
by George Csaba Koller 

St. Patrick' s Day see med like a good time to visit Spence
Thomas Productio ns. Patric k was in hi s usua l good SPirit s 
a nd hi s right-h and lady, June Pike , was a we lco me change 
from th e imperso nal recepti o ni st one might find at a bigger 
so und s tud io . The place was busy as usua l. but in a rela xed , 
ho mey way. None of th e undue hu s tle bu s tl e th a t 
traum ati zes visitors to an o utfit that' s o nly o ut fo r the big 
bucks . 

Suzanne Depoe was doing transfers fo r a film o n industrial 
acc ident s and Bo b C rone dropped by with his new C P-16 to 
ma rvel wi th Patri ck on a ll the mini aturi zed electronics 
c ra mmed into the bac k of that po rta bl e studio designed for a 
sho ulde r. Late r th at night a party would ce lebrate the Saint 
and hi s na mesa ke, o ne of th e be st so undmen in o ur busine ss. 
Don Shebib wo uld play indoor go lf w ith Bill Boy le , Patrick 
and Jo hn Watso n wou ld do an impro mptu hug and a little j ig 
for the occas io n, a lo t of booze and co ld-c uts wo uld be 
co nsumed by the asse mbled notable s , and so me hila riou s 
tapes wo uld be played of Orson We lles spoofin g so me radio 
co mmerc ia ls in hi s inimitable style . 

Describing the advantages of hi s small studio that after
noo n , Patri ck Spence-Thomas sat bac k in a comfortably 
upho lstered c ha ir in his fifteen -seat mi xin g the atre:" What I 
try to do, if possible, is to keep a relaxed at mosp here. People 
who co me in are of necessity uptight about performa n ces, 
abo ut peo ple watching their ru shes or hearing the re sult s of 
their sou nd, so it sho uld be a relaxed place in it self. w itho ut 
c hrome furniture. without bright lights, a co mfortable place 
as op posed to the ste rile atmosphere of a la rge r studio ." 

" We offe r basically one la rge theatre wi th a booth for 
recordin g vo ice. We can do s imple mu sic recording, us ing 
Nagras as prime recorders. The 16mm mac hinery is mostly 
Magna Sync h , 6 interlock play back doubles , 2 interlock 
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reco rders, and 2 pick-up recorders. Plu s interlock projec
tio n , a s imple mixing console with 7 input and 2 output 
c hannel s , so we can go into stere o and record an interna
ti onal trac k alo ng with the mi x. We specialize in transfers 
from anything to anything: from cassette to 1/4 inch to 35mm 
to 1/4 inc h to optical to 16mm to 16 mag to 16 mag to any 
co mbin ation s tripe , we can go in any direction during trans
fer s . We do small post- sy nc h sessio ns from time to time , 
dialogue replacement a nd sound effects recording . We do a 
lo t of so und recording to picture . It' s also a good studio , I 
think , fo r small screenings ." . 

Patri c k didn ' t seem too worrie d , when asked about hiS 
co mpetition: " Well , there are the three giants , Film House, 
Pathe , and Mirrophonic . Then there' s Soundmix and StudIO 
Sound Services, they're middle range, and then two or three 
of us s mall people . Film Sound Services and myself are 
abo ut equal. tho ugh I imagine that I a m a little bit smaller. 
Howeve r, I don't find the competition that strong because 
my ove rhead is low enough th at I can keep rate s fairly 
reaso na ble. I speciali ze in 16mm exclusively, even though I 
can in fact transfer fro m 16 to 35mm. But 90% of the film 
made in thi s country is 16mm anyw ay and a majority ofthem 
ha ve under 6 tracks for mixing purposes , therefore I can 
se rvi ce 90% of the indu stry in thi s small studio, silly as It 
so und s. I do n ' t want 35mm: I prefer to have superb 16mm 
mac hine ry, to specia li ze in that and do it extremely well." 

The bread and butter business comes from television 
doc umentaries. "As a se rvice o rganization, I do a terrific 
a mo unt of wo rk for CTV across the road . They ' re doing 
so me really fine work a nd it 's good to be associated with 
the m. The Heritage series , eve n modest W-5 is doing ex
tre me ly well and it keeps me inc redibly busy. And a lot of 
the doc umenta ry programs are now getting into dramatized 
s ituation s. " 



Patrick has had extensive experience with dramatic voice 
recording, notably on a handful of Canadian feature film s. 
" The Rainbow Boys was the most fun . My very first feature 
at Crawley 's was Genevieve Bujold' s fir st film called 
Amanita Pestilens. I recorded the guide trac k for Re ne Bon
niere , who thought I was an awful twit , and indeed I was . 
Didn't do another feature until I wo rked fo r Iva n Reitman on 
Foxy Lady , which was a bit ofa di saster. Then I worked with 
Don Haldane on The Reincarnate up in Kleinburg , and that 
was a very special experience . Don is a particularly wonder
ful man . Then Pa ul Almond's Journey , an a bso lutely wild 
experience. I'm still convinced th a t Paul is a madman , and I 
think we were all pretty mad by the time we left that loc a
tion . But a marvelous opportunity and nice people to work 
with." 

One of the fru strations of being a so undma n o n a feature 
film is so metime s see ing most o f yo ur work sc rapped and 
post-produced so und substituted. " On Journey mos t of it 
was used , on The Reincarnate all of it was, there was no 
post-synching on th at. On Foxy Lady there was quite a lo t of 
it, since Ivan changed much of the dial ogue after he sho t th e 
film , re-wrote entire scenes, and used cut-aways to get away 
from Iip-synch. Then on The Rainbow Boys we got a way 
with using 100% of the location so und . a nd I was as proud of 
that as anything I've done . That was a very spec ia l film and 
Donald Pleasence , who's still very much a sta r in my eyes . 
was very flattering to me . (H e called Patri c k the be st 
soundman he e ve r worked with.) There was onl y one line 
from a Chinese shop keeper that we had to post sy nc h in the 
studio , because it was just a shoc king pe rfo rma nce." 

It' s a remarkable thing when 100% of the locatio n so und is 
used on a feature , especially when it 's sho t o utdoo rs. under 
difficult conditions ... Mind yo u . I had Bill y Nobles as a 
boom man , and tha t was very spec ia l. We worked very hard 
and covered ourse lves from every angle, room to ne. every
thing. We were shooting on a mounta in o ne day , so we 
recorded mountain tone: we rec orded it with the mike point
ing tow ard the valley and the river, then towa rd the mo un
tain , then toward the ground , to cover a ll poss ible camera 
angle s. In fac t . it pro ved very valuable in the mi x. The n the 
last fe ature I did was Peter Pearso n' s Only Gi>d Knows . and 
that was a co mplete disaster fo r me in so und , they used o nl y 
five minute s of my actual locatio n reco rding ." 

The day I visited the set of th at film , direc tor Pea rso n was 
shouting all thro ughout the shoot, so I was n ' t surpri sed. 
" Peter came in on the film extremely la te a nd we had no time 
to look at locations . He was about three hours ahead of 
himself at any given time re-writing the script , and to have 
created any delay s a t all in recording so und would have been 
terrible . Difficult locations, as well, shooting at th e end ofa 
runway at Malton with planes coming in ju st overhead and 
that abandoned pri so n farm, it would have cost a fortune to 
deaden the echo in that place . The traditio n is th at the 
soundman is one of the few peo ple on set with the right to 
say 'Cut,' at any given time . Peter came to me ri ght off the 
top, say ing , ' I don ' t like location sound , I do n ' t want loc a
tion sound , and you'll never shout " Cut" on my set. ' So [ 
said, ' Peter , I don't think I'm your man, [ wouldn ' t e njoy 
recording so und under these condition s.' He said he would 
like me to do it very much , so I did it for the mo ney . In 
retrospect , I think Peter was absolutely right, fo r th at pa r
ticular film , and [ lea rned quite a le sso n fro m him . But when 
a filmmaker doe sn't even like location so und , it ma kes you 
feel pretty useless, indeed." 

"·1 think to make a film , you have to have a lot offun . It 
shows if the ac tors are having fun , if the c rew' s having fun , if 
you really enjoy ma king it. Working under an uptight s itu a
tion is no way . That's why The Rainbow Boys to me was 
magic . It's coming up again , by the way , in England . It' s 
so ld 35 print s and is going to be touring with Monty Python. 
Again , it 's a weak plot, but a charming film ." 

Patrick himse lf is an easygoing c hap with a British accent 
and a kee n mind . He got in vo lved with film fift ee n yea rs ago 
at C raw le y Films in Ottawa , where he co mbined an interest 
in theatre and e lec tro nics to la unc h hi s caree r. He still 
co ns ide rs C raw ley's o ne o f the be st places in the indu str y to 
lea rn. even tho ugh he himse lf le ft a fte r o nl y two years. 
s ince, as he so ca ndidl y put s it : " [ was 30. just go t marri ed 
and was ea rning o nly 80 bucks a week so it was time to move 
on." He came to Toronto, free -l ancin g, and teamed up with 
Bo b Dutru to ma ke documenta ries fo r C BC Newsmagazine . 
Tha t too k him to Vietn a m and to Os lo with Martin Luthe r 
Kin g accepting the Nobel Peace Pri ze , thu s he found it an 
inte restin g job . It also gave him e no ugh good c redit s to ge t 
hi s na me well establi shed as a n ex pert so undman . 

He's bee n fre e- la ncing eve r sin ce. " Seven years ago I 
rea li zed that I was burning up a bit o n the doc ument ary route 
a nd I wasn' t heavil y into feature wo rk . so it seemed like a 
good time to open a studio." Thi s ide a was born o ut of hi s 
fru stratio ns as a so undma n , no t hav ing access to a tra nsfe r 
mac hine . which would enable him to ca rry the recording 
process one step furth e r ... All tapes th at you record in the 
field a re in adequate, and no body is capable of fixing those 
in adequacie s, unless th ey know th e ac tu a l s ituati on . Some 
body c runc hin g o n gravel might be es tab li shed in the sho t o r 
it mi ght no t be. In o rde r to e liminate so me of th at grave l in 
transfer , you have to have th e man who knows th at yo u 
do n ' t ac tu a ll y see so mebody c runc hin g on grave l. So I wa s 
fru strated th a t I was n ' t able to follow thro ugh with th at one 
ex tra stage." 

" I was working fo r Jim Mercer on co ntrac t. so I ru shed 
o ut a nd bo ught a ll sort s o f seco nd hand equipme nt and built 
a pre tt y junky studio o n Ja rvis Street in his building. It was a 
sta rt , and it proved re markably sati sfacto ry." He had to 
borrow $15,000 from the bank fo r thi s fir st venture , and o nly 
when th at was paid back did he borrow the next $35,000 to 
fin a nc e the present studio. It' s located in the basement 
pure ly for so und reaso ns a nd " prac tica ll y eve ry soundma n 
drop s in fro m time to time, it 's become so mewhat of a 
so undmen 's c lub . Whe re people di sc uss proble ms or play 
tapes, say ing, my God , what can I do abou t thi s or th at? 
Some people co me to do the ir ow n transfers, J'd like to carry 
o n with th at tradition. And of co urse it gets inc re as in gly 
difficult to ge t o ut of the studio, peo ple loo k o n yo u as more 
o r less a pe rm ane nt fixture, and yo u' re unre li able if yo u're 
no t he re a ll the time." 

In o rder to enable him to spend more time in hi s studio, 
Pa trick Spenc e-Thomas has made it a prac tice to tra in a 
whole line offi ne yo ung peo ple in locatio n so und reco rding. 
Bill y Nobles, Aerlyn We iss man, Dougla s Ganto n, Larry 
J o hn so n and many others have a t o ne time wo rked for him, 
th o ugh he modestl y di sc la ims most maste r /apprentice rel a
tio nship s . He a lso recogni zes the inev ita bilit y of most of hi s 
student s mov in g on to be tte r pay ing jobs as soo n as they've 
acquired enough prac ti cal know ledge. " Theoretical tra inin g 
be da mned , yo u pi ck th at up as yo u go a lo ng. I don't think 
there's a ny way that I would lru s l a nybod y out of a film 
sc hoo l right off the top , unless they came into the studi o in a 
junior capac it y and worked fo r a co uple o f month s to a yea r . 
The n [ would feel happy th a t they've hit a ll the proble ms 
that they were going to hit, and lea rned how to dea l with 
the m." 

" As a so undma n , the most difficu lt thing to le a rn is yo ur 
compro mises. If Trudeau is in a li ght aircraft ci rc lin g To
ronto and the plane 's about to c ras h , the so und ma n doe sn ' t 
say, ho ld o n mate , I wa nt to use a different mic ropho ne o r I 
have n ' t got the be st mike posit io n . o r he ll. the sy nc h c ho rd 's 
broken, yo u ju st record the da mn ed thin g. And it boi ls down 
to compromi se the whole time o n a feature film. Let' s say 
it' s ge tting late in the afte rn oo n a nd the sun 's goi ng down . 
there' o nl y e no ugh light to do one more ta ke, the actors are 
getting uptight because th ey've been worki ng too hard, and 
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Patrick Sp ence-Thomas and friends in his sound studio 



the be st performa nce o f the day goes thro ugh . The 
soundman 's not terribly happy with his mike placement, he 
has a better position or he 's got a puff of wind in the mike 
during the take , and the big mome nt co me s whe n the direc
tor looks at him and the cameraman and as ks : " How was 
it?" Implicit in the so undman 's reply: "0. K . for sou nd ." is 
a terrific amount of experience and to tal knowledge of the 
business. Hi s experience of whet her so mething can be do ne 
later about that slightly poor qualit y or how muc h asking fo r 
3 re-take might prej udice the shoot. W ould it be wo rth it any 
way, since he mu st be sensitive eno ugh to the perfo rma nce 
to know that it has co me to a peak . Then . how muc h a 
re-take would prej udice the budge t of the film. " 

" You can te ac h anybod y in an ho ur to operate a Nagra 
and to se lect a microphone , to get it out of the w ind and in 
close, that's the easiest thing in the world. The re '5 too much 
mumbo-jumbo about the technical side of things. But to 
operate sound intelligently .. . the ability to o perate as we ll 
with the bums on Jarvi s Street as walking into the Prime 
Minister's office. It' s impo rtant not to wear a filthy pair of 
jeans into the Prime Minister's office, nor a c le a n shirt and 
tie when talking to bums on the street. A man might co me in 
and he might blanket a complete set to get rid o f so und 
reflections, but prejudice the day's work to suc h a degree by 
causing a delay that he wo n ' t wo rk again . Sure , he' s go ing to 
get better sound but he's not go ing to wo rk the nex t day." 

Because of the portability of ne w doc ume nt ary so und 
equipment and the kind of working condition s w he re 
everyone contributed creatively to the shoot. the indu stry is 
attracting many mo re intelligent peo ple . acco rdin g to 
Spence-Thomas. Gone are the days when the so und en
gineer shut himself into a corner with hi s pus h buttons a nd 
dials and said " do n ' t ask me any questio ns, I'm just a 
technician ." He sees the role of th e good documentary 
sound man more in being where the ac tio n is th an in pushing 
the on or off button . Good co mmunication a mong th e s mall 
crew is vital , eve ryo ne should be read y to acce pt th e o ther 
people 's help and ideas . " The industry is attrac ting mo re 
intell igent people also because it' s a hell of a fine way of life . 
not because the y necessarily want to be tec hn ic ians ." 

Patrick deplore s, however, th e cropping up of so me 
sound people with absolutely no knowledge of e lec tronics 
beyond the operation of the tape recorder ... I w ish tha t a lot 
of soundmen had mo re electronic kn ow ledge. My back
ground in that field I've found tre mendo usly use ful. When 
so mething goes wrong on to p of a mo untain in Vietnam . if 
you have some kno wledge, even if yo u only kn ow whe re to 
kick the recorder or where to bash the camera with a ha m
mer to get it started . If you can get it going o ne way o r 
another , you're go ing to help a lot o f peo ple o ut of ajam a nd 
save a lot of mo ne y. But the operati on of the eq uipme nt 
should be seco nd nature . Once that happens, then you can 
make some film s. " 

"Everv film th at I' ve do ne , yo u get so e mot io na ll y in
vo lved , yo u rea ll y do , you give so muc h of yo urse lf. Then to 
see the film maybe o pening in a big theatre wi th no public ity 
and be in g killed at th at leve l ... Frankly I'm fed up with 
wo rking co nd iti o ns o n fe a tures. You're a lways as ked to 
defer ove rtime work incredible ho urs. You e nd up at the 
e nd of the day co mplete ly ex hausted , unable to do pro pe r 
work, the n you drag yo urse lf o ut of bed the next mo rnin g. It 
just isn ' t worth it. " sighed Patrick. " I ge t mu c h more sati s
faction now from a sma ll. documentary film. whi c h is prop
e rl y fin a nced, properly ha ndl ed . pro per ly budgeted. We 
have so me good directors. but the o rgani zat io n on feature 
film sets is ter ri fy ing. What I would like to see more than 
a nythin g e lse in Canada is for us to trai n so me reall y good 
Assista nt Directors, so me reall y good Prod ucti o n Mana
ge rs . So th a t if the so und department says. loo k I' ve go t to 
have my ow n ve hic le. they'd know what yo u' re ta lkin g 
about. O r , say, for the sce ne co ming up to mo rrow I need 
two radio mikes. We rea ll y need them. so yo u wo n' t be 
s houted down o n th at score. I' d love to do a feature under 
the prope r co nditio ns ." 

Tec hni cally , at least. what's the proper gea r these days to 
record a feature track? " It wo uld be awfull y nice to have 2 
Nagras , espec ia ll y o n a re mote locati on . I'd a lways try fo r 
tha t. T hen I wo uld say 2 Sennhe iser 4l5' s, th at' s a small 
direction al mik e, an 815 which is even more highl y direc
tio na l. 2 Sony EC M lavaliers . an A KG 0 202 cardiode 
dynamic in it s boom mount. the most use ful mike ever made 
fo r film . exce lle nt front to back ratio and ye t a ve ry wide 
pick up pattern. rea ll y the best mike to boom with , use it fo r 
a lmost every thin g: th e n a radio mike . a good set of too ls a nd 
the re yo u go ... tha t 's the ideal set up . obv ious ly." 

A nd before the party start s, any last hints as to how to be a 
good location so undma n') " Do a te rribl y careful c hec k first 
of a ll of th e sc ript a nd see what's goi ng to be needed. th at 
yo u've got eve rything th at you need. Every ni ght c le an the 
machines. degouse the heads. c heck fre que ncy response, 
head a li gnme nt . rec harge yo ur batte ries . C heck th e tape 
stock. make sure that it' s co nsistent qu ality and have a ve ry 
stri c t ro utin e of loo kin g aft e r fini shed tapes . Always seal the 
boxes. a lways put littl e bit s of tape o n eac h ree l with it s 
number, so eve n if it gets mixed up in the box. it can be 
located later. Reco rded tape is as prec io us as ca me ra nega
tive. A lot of people te nd to forge t th at. And get in stant 
feedback o n proble ms during tra nsfers at the lab. Leave 
instruction s to have them call you collect at the hint of the 
s lighte st tro uble." 

S uc h precise care and ex pe rti se has ea rned Pat ri ck 
Spe nce-Tho mas the just reputa tion of be ing a c racke r jack 
so undman and a hell of a nice guy to work with . Havi ng 
taught numerous se rie s of workshops for the Toron to Fi lm
makers Co-op , he 's also known to lend a help ing hand 
whe neve r a yo ung filmmaker is just sta rting o ut and cann ot 
a fford to go to a big so und studio. He still o ffers a 500/c 
discount to so und men w is hing to do their ow n transfers,ju st 
to prove a po int. we suspec t. He eve n has enco uragi ng 
wo rd s for th ose conte mpl a ting the setti ng up of th eir ow n 
sma ll studios, if they 're w illing to work hard and become 
just a littl e bit bett e r th a n everyo ne e lse. In Patri ck 
Spence- Thomas' case it 's obv ious ly teac hing by exa mple. 
So "beco me a so und man. and do it right away . Wit h the new 
technical advances. it 's a joy." 0 
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