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The device chosen by John Fass for the Hammer Creek Press was the
turtle. Shown are designs by Burton Carnes (upper right), Valenti
Angelo (lower left) and John de Pol (all the rest).
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The Man Who Printed Books
at the YMCA

CAROLINE F. SCHIMMEL

HE standards of the Hammer Creek Press would not al-

low a less-than-perfect piece of printing, which says a

great deal for an organization which consisted of one man
with a single less-than-perfect press in an incommodious YMCA
room, over a span of fifteen years with a production of more than
sixty booklets, folders, and broadsides, and innumerable ephemera.
The man was John S. Fass, his press was a 1905 Hughes & Kimber,
a “little Aldine,” the YMCA was on 161st Street in the Bronx, and
the time was 1950 to 1965.

Superb printing was the expected thing to those who knew Fass
before 1950. But to explain the perfection one must go back fur-
ther. John Fass was born in 1890 in Lititz, Pennsylvania, in the
heart of Pennsylvania Dutch country, where hard work well done
was a fact of life. This Fass learned well and early in his chosen
trade, working summers from the age of twelve, and full time
after graduation from high school, at the Lititz Express. It was
“the first newspaper in town to have a linotype,” he mentioned
somewhat proudly in a conversation with Paul Bennett. Sull, it
was a fairly crude operation, as he discovered in 1918 when he
went to work as a compositor for the Holmes Press in Philadelphia.
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He must have learned his tasks quickly, for only two years later
this quiet young man moved to New York to accept a job as com-
positor for David Gildea’s advertising composition plant. Turning
from mechanical training, he was now being taught the techniques
and tricks, typographically and pictorially, of attracting the eye
and sending a message quickly.

From 1923 to 1925 he practiced his new skills working along-
side Bruce Rogers, of whom Fass later spoke as “the greatest
printer in the world.” Both were employed by William Edwin
Rudge at his Mount Vernon plant, during the height of the print-
ing revival which started with Morris’s arts and crafts movement:
the Rudge shop had in effect developed into a school for the fine
young printers of the day.

Bruce Rogers’s impact on Fass—the clean, sparse type page, the
use of ornaments, the ability to match a type to a text or an idea—
is obviousin all his work. Fass did not have Rogers’s flair and verve,
but he could match the master in technical skills. They were both
fascinated by technical problems, and adept at solving them,
strengths brought to fruition by Fass in the work of the Hammer
Crecek Press. Its beginnings came with two eventsin 1924 and 1925.

First, Fass and a fellow Rudge worker, Roland Wood, decided
they were ready to set out on their own. Together with Wood’s
wife, Elizabeth, they founded the Harbor Press in New York City,
quickly making a name for themselves as fine printers both com-
mercially and with such special editions as Sonnets of California
by Fanny Purdy Palmer (which was printed for the Purdy Press
and given a citation in 1927), Extracts from the Diary of Roger
Payne (1928), and President Hoover’s A Remiedy for Disappear-
ing Gamefishes (designed and printed for the Huntington Press
in 1930).

Also in 1924 or 1925 one of Fass’s many hobbies, woodcarving,
inspired him to make a working mahogany replica of a sixteenth-
to eighteenth-century wooden printing press. His first press, on
which he printed under the imprint of the “Hellbox Press,” had
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An early Harbor Press limited edition, printed by John Fass and
Roland and Elizabeth Rood, which helped to establish their
reputation for fine printing.



6 Caroline F. Schimmel

an 8” x 13%” base, and was 13%” high, with a bed measuring 3"
X 414"

3% x 4%” bed. Both presses operated well enough to produce

. The second had a 9” x 15” base, and was 14’ high, with a

Christmas cards and probably other small ephemera. Fass con-
tinued to make miniature presses (but not working models) for
years, producing at least fifteen of them.

The First Christimas as Recorded in the Second Chapter of the
Gospel According to St. Matthew, printed in 1925 in an edition of
eighteen copies, was the initial private publication with a Harbor
Press imprint. It is a twelve-page booklet bound in buckram-
backed decorated boards, the wide-margined, stark pages unre-
lieved save by a small ornament around the page numerals, and the
red ink of the colophon. It might possibly have been bound by
Fass’s close friend, fellow YMCA resident and printer of the New
York Public Library, John Archer.

By 1930 the Fass style was set. The Hoover Renmzedy is typical,
with much white on the page, a huge 18-point Granjon with wide
leading for the 9} ”-high page, the preference for woodcuts as il-
lustrations (here by Harry Cimino), the lightening of the type
page with colored handset initials, and the careful matching of
illustration to type and of binding and paper colors to inks. The
Hoover book is bound in a Cockerell marbled paper and Fass
managed to match exactly one of the greens in it with the ink used
to print the initials and small woodcuts.

In 1938, the year before the disbanding of the Harbor Press
(Roland Wood felt the call of the grease paint, and was to establish
himself as “The Butler” in a long succession of film appearances),
two significant volumes designed by Fass appeared. One was the
Limited Editions Club’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, printed in linotype
DeVinne in compressed double columns which in color and tex-
ture match the grays of Miguel Covarrubias’s lithographs: a digni-
fied, straightforward design.

The second publication of that year, on a very different scale,
was The Hellbox Specimen Book. This 4%” x 3% bit of wit
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