
Professor Rachel Simmons, Rollins College 

Instructions for Printing on the 
Vandercook Universal I 
Typesetting & Preparation for Printing 

1. Review proper typesetting techniques in Chapters Three and Four in “For The Love of 

Letterpress” by Saunders & Chiplis and in the introduction to "Letterpress NOW" by 

Jessica C. White. Secure long hair and wear closed-toe shoes in the shop. 

2. Write out the text you intend to set. Browse the collection for typefaces that will work 

aesthetically to communicate your message. Always count your sorts (are there enough 

letters to spell your message) before you begin setting. Look for the correct spacers and 

pre-cut leading on the blue cart.  

3.  Use a composing stick set to the width of your 

form plus a little extra space. For example, if your 

widest line of type will measure 15 picas, set your 

stick to 16 picas.  Hold the stick as shown.   

4.  Set an em quad first, nick facing up, then set your 

first (top) line of type. Spell as you normally would, 

but place each letter upside down. Finish each line 

with another em quad.  

5.  Always place large spacers on the outside edges, 

smaller spacers inside. Remember to place leading 

of the same length between lines. Your goal is to 

set a form with straight, flush edges that can easily 

be tied up with string. 

6. Fill the galley tray around your tied form with wooden furniture and slugs. Do not use fine 

leading, brass or copper at this stage.  You must be able to slide the form out of the tray. 

7.  Proof the form by hand using water-based ink on newsprint (clean up with baby wipes). 

Then make any necessary adjustments to the form and proof again.  
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8.  Once you have a final proof, cut or gather printing paper (you'll need about 15 sheets, no 

heavier in weight than French cover 80). Maximum paper size for the Vandy is 14.5" x 20". 

9.  Remove the positive lock up bar from the press bed by 

pulling it up.  

10.  Slide your form onto press bed and use an acetate 

template the size of your printing paper to register it on 

the press bed. There is a center mark on the head dead 

bar near the rollers.  

11. Lock up the form on the press bed using wooden 

furniture and slugs, but leave the smallest spaces alone 

for now. 

12.  Replace positive lock up bar at the end of the form (tap 

it delicately with a hammer on the end to fit), and push 

it against the form's bottom edge. Pull the lock up lever 

tight towards the operator’s side of the press.   

13. Now fill small spaces with leading, brass and copper to 

eliminate wobbling letters. 

14. Set the paper guide on the feed table using a center 

mark on a paper or acetate sheet.  

15. After determining the color you want to use, mix about 

a half dollar-sized amount of ink with a drop of cobalt 

drier. Wearing gloves, use the tap out method to test 

the color. The Pantone color guide can help you mix 

custom colors. Use the recipe on each swatch to mix 

your desired color, reading the numbers as percentages 

of the total. You can mix and store your ink ahead of 

time by wrapping it in tin foil. If you mix/store it, do not 

add the drier until it’s time to print. 

16. Turn on the press and raise the metal rollers just above 

the rubber ones. 

17.  Add about 1/3 of your total amount of ink to the rider 
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(smallest roller), then lower. 

18.  Allow the ink to mix. Carefully add more ink, a little at a time, until the rollers are 

completely coated with a thin layer of ink. NOTE: It is much easier to add ink, than to 

remove it, so be conservative.    

Printing 

1. Pull press lever up into TRIP position.  

2. Ink the form at least twice by pulling the carriage 

across it (do not load paper into the grippers yet).  

3. When the form is inked, bring the carriage back into 

its original position. Step on the pedal and feed a 

sheet of printing paper into the grippers. Be sure to 

nestle it against the paper guide on the left side. 

Also, check to be sure the paper is not titled.   

4. Roll the carriage to the very end of the press bed 

until it clicks. Then pull up on the paper to remove.  

5. Before you bring the carriage back, lift the lever up from PRINT to TRIP. (If you ever forget 

this step, and you accidentally print on the drum, just wipe it off with a baby wipe).  

6. You've just made your first print! Is the form aligned correctly on the page? If not, move the 

paper guide or furniture to correct the registration and print again. Check the ink quality 

and swap out any worn letters which are not printing. Add a backing sheet as needed to 

adjust the strength of the impression. Check your spelling! 

7. Be sure there is space on the drying rack for your prints before moving on.  

8. Once you pull a final proof in which ink quality and registration are working, pull the rest.   

9.  Add ink as needed to maintain consistent impressions.   

Clean Up 

1. Gather mineral spirits from the press cabinet, baby oil, simple green, ink scrapers, the 

black-bristled type-cleaning brush, baby wipes and plenty of paper towels. Wear gloves, 
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use a respirator if needed, and turn the classroom ventilation system on high (the control 

dial is on the wall under the paper towel dispenser).  

2. Leave the press running. 

3. While the type is still locked up, pour a small amount of mineral spirits on the black-bristled 

brush and lightly scrub the ink off the type. Then wipe the type clean with a paper towel. 

Remove the type from the press bed and set it aside.  

4. Drizzle some mineral spirits on the 

largest metal roller. This will temporarily 

stop them from turning. Pull the 

automatic wash up lever into locked 

position (this is located below the press 

bed, inside the type cabinet). The 

rollers will be cleaned by the wiper 

blade underneath. Once the mineral 

spirits work down into the collection 

tray, the rollers will speed up again. 

5. Continue to drizzle mineral spirits on 

the rollers as they regain speed until only a cloud of ink remains on the roller surface (this 

usually takes 4 passes). Then unlock the automatic wash up lever.  

6. Raise the rollers and wipe them down by hand with small amount of mineral spirits on a 

paper towel. Use these paper towels until the are completely saturated with ink.  

7. Remove the two rubber rollers by grasping the black knobs and pulling them straight out. 

Set them flat on the press bed and wipe them 

down with the same paper towels.  

8. With the press still running, wipe back and forth 

across the large silver drum inside the machine 

to clean it (again with the same paper towel). 

Watch your fingers!  

9. Shut the press off and remove the ink collection 

tray. Wipe the blade clean, top and bottom, then 

soak up the ink and mineral spirits using all your 

used paper towels.  
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10. Be sure to place all of the mineral spirits-soaked paper towels into the red safety can.  

11. Replace the rollers and the tray properly.  

12. Leave the metal rollers raised above the rubber ones.  

13.  Grab a phone book and use scrapers, baby oil, then simple green to clean the glass 

counter. If you mixed too much ink, save the rest in a wax paper pouch.  

14. Return your type, spacers, slugs and leading to the proper drawers.  

15. Survey your awesome prints in satisfaction. :) 
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