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by 
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This bibliographical description and accompanying essay were written after the author's 

discovery, in the dusty stacks of the University of Chicago library, of a paper-wrapped block 

of wood upon whose outer edge was written author, title, and call letter. Although subsequent 

investigation located in the library's rare book room a similarly named and numbered 

work, a conventional rag-paper volume, it is the author's contention that this wooden volume 

possesses a unique position in the history of book printing and paper making and deserves 

special attention. 

 

This very rare edition is of great importance to students of bibliography because in it we can see 

the earliest attempt to introduce into bookmaking a change which, once accepted, revolutionized 

the printing industry. This change was the substitution of wood pulp for rags in the manufacture 

of books, making books available to a larger reading audience; this, in turn, led to the 

development of penny newspapers, coffee houses, intellectuals and eventually the University of 

Chicago, where this volume was discovered: this book is an example of the earliest known 

experiment with the new process. 

 

Unfortunately, the printer of A Letter From H----G---8, Esq.was able to achieve only a very 

limited success with his new process and abandoned it: the method was not rediscovered 

and perfected until a century later, by Burgess and Watts in 1851. As can be seen in this volume, 

the printer's mixture of wood pulp and water was of incorrect proportions, and in the course of 

time the pages have dried out and solidified. This lack of success in no way detracts from the 

credit due for the first attempt to make paper from wood pulp, and the recognition of this greatly 

significant discovery one hundred years before the time it has traditionally been credited can 

now be made. 

 

One might mention several advantages this particular volume possesses before noting its 

shortcomings: 1) the book is absolutely safe from the ravages of bookworms, though not 

termites: 2) the pages are quite secure, and will not fall out even under the most violent usage; 3) 

the ordinary processes of disintegration to which paper is usually subject are greatly retarded, 

thereby increasing the life, and consequently the value, of the book; 4) the age of the book can 

now positively be determined by counting the annular rings which have formed; 5) finally, the 

volume now has many practical uses denied it before: around the house as hot plate or kindling, 

in the streets as bludgeon or defense against stray projectiles, in the library as writing desk or 

straightedge. 

 

However, there are, as mentioned, several shortcomings: the book, though spared from 

bookworms, is now helpless against termites; the volume is now more difficult to open, the 

original leaves of the book, having retreated to their fundamental elements, are no longer thin 

and distinct but have become gross and amalgamate. Finally, although of small importance to the 

bibliographer, the individual printed marks on the page, formed by the impression of sheets of 

paper over inked pieces of curiously formed lead, called type, are no longer clearly discernible. 



In fact, it is now impossible to form any conception of the book's original subject matter. This 

may annoy some students of literature. 

 

Notwithstanding, I do not feel that any of these failings take away from the book's attractiveness 

to the student of bibliography. In the history of printing, and especially in the annals of 

papermaking, A Letter From H----G----g, Esq. is a noble experiment revealing the great foresight 

and originality of its printer. Had this new paper process been successful, it is quite probable that 

the history of the world would have been different in the succeeding centuries. Yet, albeit, this 

unique volume stands as a tribute to England's ability to produce talented and creative men of 

good will, ever ready to challenge the universe about them and produce spirited attempts at 

success such as this magnificent failure. 


