




Why reprint Peter Nicholson’s “The Mechanic’s Companion” as the 
first book from Rude Mechanicals Press? Nicholson’s first edition 
was in 1812, yet Joseph Moxon’s “Mechanick Exercises” – the first 

English-language book on woodworking and other trades – was published 
more than a century before, in 1703. But while Moxon’s is certainly an import-
ant book, I find “The Mechanic’s Companion” is the better early resource, 
so that’s why I chose it. It’s easier to understand, includes far more written 
detail than “Mechanick Exercises” and the 40 engravings (rendered here as 
line drawings) give you a better look at the tools. Nicholson apprenticed as a 
cabinetmaker before becoming an architect and prolific author, and he grew 
up in a mason’s household. He knew wherefore he wrote, and relied on mas-
ters for the sections on building trades with which he was less familiar. Plus, as 
he wrote in his introduction, it was hard to find a copy of Moxon’s book when 
Nicholson was writing in the early 1800s – and it’s harder to find and far more 
expensive now. Nicholson’s stated goal was to emulate but update the earlier 
work, following “the excellent plan of Moxon.”
 	 “The Mechanic’s Companion” is also one of the first books I read on the 
trades (though I read only the Carpentry and Joinery sections at the time) 
when I first dove into hand-tool woodworking in early 2006. But it was a 
glued-together print-on-demand paperback that started to fall apart immedi-
ately after I opened it. What was inside was (and is) excellent; the book itself 
was not. I wanted an easily available and reasonably priced hardcover version 
that would outlast me – something I could read time and again without wor-
rying about losing pages. So I made one.

Publisher’s Introduction



	 I love old books. In high school, I dreamed of becoming a medievalist, in 
large part because it would be an excellent excuse to work with manuscripts 
and incunabula. Then I discovered that to be a proper medievalist, one has to 
know Latin and Greek, and possibly Aramaic. I decided to concentrate on 
Shakespeare and his contemporaries instead; they wrote in English.
	 But by the time I got to graduate school, there was this pesky thing called 
the World Wide Web, which, thanks to the ever-growing number of books 
available thereupon (through Project Gutenberg, various libraries and muse-
ums and, later, Google Books and the like), there was yet another layer between 
me, microfiche and the original books – so it was harder than ever to come up 
with an excuse to handle a centuries-old book. Reading on a screen just isn’t 
the same. (I always forget to charge my eReader, and I can’t jot notes in the 
margins.) Sure, you can print out those pages – but that’s not the same as hold-
ing a good book in one’s hands. And while books in any form are to me pref-
erable, they aren’t always built to last. In fact, they’re often not, to which my 
paperback copy of “The Mechanic’s Companion” attests.
	 Among the things that charm and astound me about old (really old) printed 
books is they are in many cases in better shape than some printed in my life-
time – though to be fair, some that have survived have been in low-humidity 
storage, with restricted handling, for nigh on a century.  (Manuscript books – 
hand bound and written on vellum – are often in even better shape.) 
	 Up until about 1850, printed books were on comparatively heavy paper 
that was made from rags, not wood pulp, and the long fiber strands from those 
rags made the paper stronger and more durable than wood-pulp paper. And, 
until about 1980, wood-pulp paper was typically acidic, thanks to the chemi-
cals used to break down lignin. Acidic paper turns yellow after a few years and 
eventually becomes crumbly.  (I’ll bet you have a few books of this sort on your 
shelves – I do.)
	 Add to that pages that are individually glued to the spine rather than 
pages that are folded into signatures, then sewn through and glued into a book 
block (Smyth binding), and you have a book that looks bad and tends to fall 
apart. (Though very thin paper, like the onionskin of some of my “Complete 
Shakespeare” editions, is better glued than sewn; the thread would tear right 
through the flimsy paper.)
	 But old books have their problems – beyond that they’re hard to come by 
and usually pricey. One problem I encountered on almost every page of the 
1845 edition I’ve scanned for this project is “foxing,” a rust-colored spotting of 
the pages that has been variously attributed to breakdown of metals in the ink, 
fungal activity and “multiple causes.” In other words, there is no cause con-
sensus. Regardless of its cause, foxing is distracting (and at times it obscures 
important details), which makes the reading experience less than ideal. Broken 
type is another common problem. Lead type was often used beyond its prime, 
so there are a lot of “broken” letters – particularly common on the crossbar of 
the lower case “e” and “t.” Plus overinking leads to “fill in” – thus an “o,” for 
example, appears as a solid dot.



	 I cleaned up all of those problems and more in Photoshop, painstakingly 
checking every page for legibility. I removed the foxing through a series of fil-
ters and other applications, and I replaced letters as needed so the meaning is 
clear, in some cases filling in missing pixels of black where the text was too 
degraded to be legible. I also increased the size of the type; the original type is 
awfully small.
	 Yet, I want the thing to retain period charm, so that it feels in some ways 
like reading a book from 1845 (albeit without the nifty stamped impression 
from an old press of every letter on the page). The images in the original were 
printed from copperplate engravings and “tipped in” (glued at the spine edge) 
after the signatures were assembled. As a result, the backs of these pages are 
blank when possible, and I’ve maintained the original page layout – except in 
a few cases where I’m quite sure the binder got it wrong.
	 At the back of the book is “Directions for the Binder,” a page that indicates 
where to put the illustrations. In my 1845 copy, however, Plate 12 is not facing 
page 125 as instructed; it’s opposite the title page. I put it in both places. And 
plate 20 is not facing page 155 as it should be; the binder tipped in the wrong 
edge and it’s facing page 154 instead. I fixed that and several similar instances. 
So pre-1850 charm…but closer to what the author intended. But I left the 
original owner’s signatures, which you’ll find in a few instances – charm.
	 And this one will last as long as a pre-1850 book. This edition of “The 
Mechanic’s Companion” is printed on a fairly heavy, acid-free paper that is 
folded into signatures and sewn to the binding, between hard covers wrapped 
in cotton cloth and stamped in foil. Carry it into the shop (or to the building 
site); jot notes in the margins and on the back of the plate pages; open it wide.  
It can take it.

Megan Fitzpatrick
Cincinnati, Ohio

May 2018
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