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Travels in Bookbinding: NBSS Bookbinders Visit the UK
by Bexx Caswell

In the spring of 2009, the students in the full time bookbinding program at the North Bennet Street School embarked on a journey to the United Kingdom.  The trip was intended to better acquaint the students with the roots of their craft, as the current instruction is heavily rooted in the English binding tradition.   The itinerary included 6 days of planned events, which included 12 visits to various conservation labs, bookbinders, suppliers, and libraries.
	The trip was entirely student run, and everyone pitched in to help raise money for the journey.  I led the planning efforts for the expedition, with assistance from classmate Amelia Sorensen (’10), and instructor Jeff Altepeter.  Thanks to our tireless fundraising efforts, we were able to cover the cost of airfare for all of the students that chose to attend.  The trip proved to be a truly delightful and enriching experience which brought me closer to my classmates and my craft.   I found the trip so inspiring, that it only seemed fair to share our experiences with the Guild community.
	While many of us arrived in London a few days early to see the sights, our trip officially began on Monday, March 30, with a visit the special collections at the British Library.  Phillipa Marks, Curator of Bookbindings, set out a truly fabulous selection for us.  The array of books on display perfectly touched upon the styles emphasized in our curriculum, as well as many of our personal interests.  Handouts were provided on each binding, and Mrs. Marks and her staff were very helpful in answering all of our questions.  
Of the numerous beautiful bindings we saw that day, several stand out.  Of special note was a binding by William Anthony, who can be considered the grandfather of the North Bennet Street instruction[endnoteRef:2].   Another favorite included an exquisite binding of The Coronation of Edward the Seventh by Douglas Cockerell , whose beauty lay in its precision and simplicity.  On the opposite end of the spectrum was the infamous Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam produced by Sangorski and Sutcliffe – by far the most ‘dazzling’ binding of the bunch! [2:    The first and second instructors at NBSS, Mark Esser and Sally Key respectively, both apprenticed with Bill Anthony.  The third instructor, Mark Andersson, studied under Mark Esser, and current instructor Jeff Altepeter studied at NBSS under Sally Key and Mark Andersson.	] 

We finished our morning with a visit the public exhibition at the British Library Centre for Conservation.  The exhibit was a fantastic education and outreach tool, which included a display on book repair techniques, samples of the materials used in conservation, and a fabulous interactive video.
After lunch we headed down the street to the Wellcome Library, where we were met by Head of Conservation and Collection Care, Gillian Boal, and Rare Books Librarian, Juliane Simpson.   After a quick tour of the library, we were ushered into the Conservation lab, where Mrs. Simpson showed us a small selection from their collection, complete with handouts.   After examining these bindings, we received a tour of their gorgeous new conservation lab.  We all left thoroughly impressed by their space, state of the art equipment, and friendly staff.
On Tuesday morning we met at Victoria Station, and boarded a train to Brighton, where we visited P & S Engraving.  For those who don’t know about P & S, they are one of only a handful of companies still manufacturing quality finishing tools for bookbinders.  Their catalogue includes rolls, pallets, decorative tools, and a nice selection of brass type.  Roy and Brian began their careers in the 1960’s as apprentices at a shop just road from their current location.  In those days, almost all of the work was done by hand, a somewhat slow and grueling process.  Much of that work is now done by machine, but that doesn’t mean it requires less attention, precision, or skill.   
Roy, Brian, and Phil showed us the entire process necessary to create a decorative tool or piece of type, starting with the original artwork, on through the final engraving.  Having recently made several of my own finishing tools by hand, I found their process quite impressive!  
After the tour, several students split from the group and headed out to Chichester to visit West Dean College.  Head of the Book and Library Materials Conservation Program, David Dorning, gave them a tour of the campus and book conservation facilities.   Anne McClain (’10) commented that David’s “enthusiasm for the program was infectious”, and those who attended the tour found the gorgeous campus and well equipped book lab enticing.  Johanna Smick (’10) was also impressed by the program’s approach to teaching.  She remarked that “one aspect of the school that seems to strengthen the student’s work is the integration of graduate and undergraduate students in a small class setting.  From David's experience this seems to push the undergraduates to a higher standard and simultaneously have the graduate students rise to the occasion”.  She went on to say that by the end of the tour, they were all “secretly hoping our next visit would be through enrollment”.  At least one of us will have that wish granted - Katie Smith (’09) will be starting at West Dean in the fall.  Many thanks Eva Laporte for her assistance in arranging the visit, and to the folks at West Dean, who were kind enough to provide transportation from Brighton to Chichester.
Meanwhile, Roy, Brian, and Phil took those who remained out to a delicious lunch at the Red Lion Inn, a charming pub which dates back to 1700’s – complete with low ceilings and a fire in the hearth.  We had just enough time for a quick drive by the Brighton seaside and a glimpse at the Royal Pavilion and Gardens, before it was time to board the train back to London.
On Wednesday we traveled by train to Harmatan and Oakridge Leather in Northamptonshire.   Once at the tannery, we received introductory remarks from Marc Lamb.  Before heading off to tour the tannery, we perused a display of books bound in Harmatan leathers, including bindings executed by Bernard Middleton and Paul Delrue. 
While officially retired from the business, Marc’s father Malcolm Lamb was on hand to assist with the tour and provided some interesting history about the tanning business.  Malcolm founded Harmatan after spending more than two decades in Nigeria.  He is incredibly knowledgeable when it comes to leather tanning processes, and the relationships he formed with Nigerian goat farmers is a key element the quality leathers that Harmatan produces.  
Marc and Malcolm were wonderful tour guides, explaining the entire process of tanning, drying, dyeing, and polishing the leather.  It was incredibly interesting to see how bookbinding leather is made, and made me feel more connected to the materials I use.  
After the tour, the staff at Harmatan treated us to a quick lunch at the Griffin Pub before we boarded the train back to London.  We wasted no time as we scurried over to Bernard Middleton’s home in Clapham.  
When we arrived, Bernard Middleton and his apprentice Flora Ginn greeted us at the door, and served us juice and snacks before showing us of Mr. Middleton’s workshop and vast collection of bookbinding tools.  He then laid out a selection of fine bindings executed by himself and Mrs. Ginn – a truly awe inspiring experience.   Next, he displayed selections from his collection of trade bindings produced by firms such as Sangorski and Sutcliffe, Cockerell, and Zaehnsdorf.  When I spotted an embroidered binding on the shelf, he was kind enough to let me handle it.  He patiently answered our questions, and smiled as we oohed and aaahhed over everything he had to show us.  
We then headed upstairs, where Mr. Middleton showed us Roger Powell’s teaching models, many of which echo the curriculum taught at NBSS.   As we neared the end of our visit, Mr. Middleton offered copies of his books for sale, and was gracious enough to sign them for us  (Mr. Middleton, if you’re reading this, I hope your wrist has recovered!).  Mr. Middleton displayed great patience and generosity by allowing us to visit his home, and we are all incredibly grateful for the 3 hours we spent talking to him about his bindings and the history of our craft.
On Thursday morning we made a brief visit to Shepherd’s in Rochester Row, where we were met by Alison Strachan.  We took a brief tour of their conservation and fine binding facilities, picking up several useful tips along the way.  Although many trade binderies have turned to mechanization or fallen by the wayside, Shepherd’s was a beacon of hope for those of us who still see hand bookbinding as a vibrant and relevant profession.  We would have loved to stay longer, but has to cut our visit short in order to arrive at Lisa von Clemm’s by 11:30.
Lisa was kind enough to organize a visit to the Wormsley Library for us, with friends and fellow Designer Bookbinders Flora Ginn, Clare Prince, Julia Dummett serving as volunteer chauffeurs.  On the way out to the Getty estate, we stopped for lunch at a charming countryside pub, and several of my classmates sampled the Ploughman’s lunch, which I’m told is a tasty example of British pub fare.
When we arrived at the Wormsley, we were met by librarian of the collection, Bryan Maggs.  Mr. Maggs (or Mr. Bryan as is fondly known) is also proprietor of the Maggs Bros. Rare Books, one London’s premier antiquarian booksellers.  Mr. Maggs set out a large selection of books from the collection which included books with elaborate foredge paintings, two Kelmscott  Chaucers, several bindings by Sybil Pye,  numerous embroidered bindings, some fantastic fine bindings by Paul Bonet, and  a volume of the Trevelyon Miscellany.  As we moved about the room oohing and aaahing in admiration, I found one first year student as she stood agape in front of a piece of the Gutenberg Bible.  
After working our way through the large number of bindings on display, Mr. Maggs very kindly pulled books off the shelves on request, and very patiently answered all of our questions.   When I mentioned to Lisa how excited I was to see so many embroidered bindings, she prompted Mr. Maggs to open a display case housing an embroidered Anne Boleyn manuscript.  She promptly reached into the case and began stroking one of the pages, cooing “Ooo, Anne Boleyn!”  
After our visit, we drove back to Lisa’s home, where had the opportunity to chat over cocktails before she treated us to a viewing of fine bindings from her personal collection.  These bindings included some of Phillip Smith’s early work, a binding by NBSS alumna Alegria Barclay (’07), and several of her own bindings.   I would once again like to extend our thanks to Lisa for her hospitality, and the assistance she provided in scheduling visits to Bernard Middleton, the Wormsley Library, and the Designer Bookbinder’s meeting.  Lisa has been a long time friend of the Bookbinding program at NBSS, and recently retired from the school’s Board of Directors after many years of service.    Without her support, much of the trip would not have been possible.
On Friday morning, we began the day with a visit to the Paper, Book and Paintings Conservation Lab at the Victoria and Albert Museum.  Senior Book Conservator Jane Rutherston showed us some nice samples from the collection and explained how the lab staff works to prevent damage when preparing items for exhibit.  The lab processes materials for about 40 exhibitions a year, so she was very well versed on this topic!   We then moved on to the paintings conservation area, where a 14th century altarpiece was being treated.  Although this kind of work falls outside the scope of our curriculum, learning about the treatment process was incredibly fascinating and we all buzzed with excitement as we moved onto the paper conservation area.  There, we were shown a diverse sampling of items treated in the lab, including portrait miniatures, a textile design book with brilliant color illustrations (sadly, many of the colors employed corrosive pigments), and large scale drawings in needed of mending and rehousing. 
After lunch and a quick walk around the Victoria and Albert Museum, we met up with Frances Warrell at the National Art Library.  Ms. Warrell laid out a fantastic display of bindings for us, including the original covering for a 15th c. Persian binding done in vellum with leather onlays, some exquisite embroidered bindings, and a fine example of an art deco binding executed by George Canapé.  We also took a quick tour of the library facilities, which houses about 2 million items relating to the museum’s collection.  After leaving the library we visited an exhibit celebrating the 40th anniversary of the Booker Prize for Fiction, which included fine bindings by six Designer Bookbinders Fellows. 
Several of us were very eager to visit Maggs Bros. before they closed for the weekend, so we raced over to Berkeley Square at top speed.  Although we arrived shortly before closing, the staff was very friendly and accommodating.  They pulled out all the stops, showing us several fantastic fine bindings.  While most of their stock was way out of my price range, I did manage to pick up a 2 volume set of Pickering Classics before we departed.
On Saturday I made a too brief trip to Portobello Road, where I scoured the stalls for interesting books.  I managed to fine a real gem – a pocket sized stiff board vellum binding whose cover had later been embroidered b y the owner.  There were quite a few other interesting books for sale scattered around the market, including an unsigned fine binding, and several palm leaf books. 
 I was having so much fun in Portobello Road, that I lost track of time and was considerably late to the Designer Bookbinder’s meeting at the Art Worker’s Guild.  Fortunately, I heard most of Maureen Duke’s talk, which was followed by a brief talk about the NBSS program by instructor, Jeff Altepeter.  Jeff gave a short history of the school, the development of the program, and the details of our curriculum.   (By the way Jeff, you still owe me a drink for calling on me to stand up and rattle off our UK itinerary on the fly!).   After the meeting, we headed en masse to Shepherd’s retail shop in Bloomington, where we all enjoyed shopping for decorative paper, tools, vellum, and exotic skins.
At the Designer Bookbinders meeting, Mark Cockram invited us to visit him at Studio 5 on the following day.  I wasn’t able to attend, but those who did were treated to a tour of his studio, where he has space for both printing and binding.    Mark demonstrated his board attachment technique, and several of the second year students experiments with this method when then returned home.  One of the attendees remarked that “it was exciting to see Mark's thoughtful and creative problem solving”, and described the visit as “a nice balance with the more historic and traditional bookbinding we focused on through much of the trip”.  
After an intense week of traveling, we returned to Boston exhausted, but richer for the experience.  The United Kingdom has a great deal to offer in the way of both modern and historical bookbinding history and techniques, and it would have been easy to spend at least another week exploring more libraries, binderies, and museums.  Although planning and raising money for the trip took a great deal of time, the experience proved itself worthy of the effort.
I must thank a number or people, without whom the trip would not have been possible: 
Many thanks to everyone who hosted us on journey; Miguel Gómez-Ibáñez, Executive Director, North Bennet Street School; Ken Craggs and the NBSS Gallery; Mark Andersson, former NBSS Bookbinding instructor; Alegria Barclay, NBSS class of 2007; and Cathy and Maria in the NBSS Business Office.

Bexx Caswell graduated from the North Bennet Street School in 2009, and received and M.S. in Library Science from Simmons College in 2006.  This past summer she served at the Lennox Foundation Preservation Intern at Iowa State University.  Bexx can be found online at www.bexxcaswell.com  

Pictures:
1. Aude Gabory (’09), Anne McClain (’10), Jeff Altepeter (Instructor), Valerie Fendt (’10) help sort our train tickets.
2. Brian Skilton of P&s Engraving demonstrates the engraving process.
3. Athena Moore (’10) loves the leather she picked out at Harmatan!
4. NBSS Bookbinders with Bernard Middleton.  Left to right, top to bottom:  Anne McClain (’10), Bernard Middleton, MJ Long (’10), Aude Gabory (’09), Katherine Westermann (’09), Bexx Caswell (’09), Jeff Altepeter (Instructor), Athena Moore (’10), Linda Fisher (’10), Valerie Fendt (’10),  Amelia Sorensen (’10),  Johanna Smick (’10).
