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ake a stick, dip it in some ink. This, 
after some fashion, is how writing 
began. And for some folks, it’s still 
the preferred method.

Mind you, the sticks have gotten 
quite a bit nicer.

Like many devices that have faded from ubiquity, 
fountain pens—which date back to the late 1800s—
still have a cadre of devoted users. And this month, 
their adherents will gather at the Arkansas Pen 
Club’s annual show to ogle each other’s prizes, shop 

for rare pens and rarer replacement parts, and show 
off their own pencrafting handiwork.

“How many pens do I have?” Pen Club president 
Fernando Padilla says with a laugh. “Way too many, 
if you ask my wife. In excess of five hundred, easily.”

Padilla, a lawyer with the Pulaski County Public 
Defender’s Office, received his first fountain pen 
as a college-graduation gift from his father. Since 
then, Padilla has followed a fairly common arc 
for fountain pen aficionados: one pen, then more; 

learning brands and models; and finding out how 
to repair them.

“It’s kind of stupid, but I look for pens that are 
broken,” admits Padilla. “I’m not interested if 
they’re working.”

But those broken pens eventually become 
repaired pens, adding to both his collection and 
his personal satisfaction. It’s the fine mechanical 
details of these deceptively simple devices that get 
Padilla going—materials and nibs and ink channels 
and other esoterica. Padilla even has a pen lathe at 

home so he can build his own from scratch.
“It’s almost a history of the Industrial Revolution 

in a lot of respects,” he says of his fountain-pen 
fascination. 

For anyone interested in getting into pen 
collecting, Little Rock is not a bad place to be. Not 
only is there an active pen club, says Padilla, but 
also an invaluable resource in the family-owned 
Vanness pen shop, where several generations have 
not only sold and repaired pens, but provided 

neophytes and old hands alike with valuable 
knowledge.

So, how much does it cost to get into fountain 
pens?

“It really depends upon what you’re looking at,” 
Padilla says. “Some people want the nostalgia of 
the pen their father carried in his pocket in the 
’30s or ’40s.”

Older pens, naturally, tend to cost more. True 
collectors’ treasures, like the Parker Red Giant, can 
sell for several thousand dollars. Many new pens, 
even, cost from several hundred to a thousand 
dollars or more.

But that’s the thing about fountain pens: Most 
people get into it not for the collector value or 
the desire to own something rare. They get into it 
because, quite frankly, fountain pens make your 
handwriting look better.

And to that end, you can spend less than 
one Andrew Jackson for a quality entry-level 
pen from a company like Noodler’s, or just a 
few dollars for a Pelikan student pen. But that’s 
generally enough to get you hooked, and you 
soon wind up at something like the Arkansas 
Pen & Watch Show, where last year some very 
big names in the field came to buy, sell, and talk 
pens to any and all comers.

Susan Wirth is one of the superstars of the 
fountain-pen set. A longtime collector and 
supplier of replacement parts, she’s appeared 
on The Oprah Winfrey Show and is known as the 
Queen of Ink. And she got her start in a fairly 
typical way.

“I walked into a pen store one day and found 
a pen that made my writing look really good,” 
says Wirth, who was the guest of honor at last 
year’s pen show.

And for Wirth, that’s still what it’s all about: 
finding pens that enhance people’s handwriting. 
In fact, early in her days selling pens at shows, 
she had an epiphany—don’t just show people 
the fountain pen; let them try it out. That kind 
of “instant gratification” was what customers 
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A Pen for All Seasons

Above: The waterman no. 20 is known as the “prohibition pen” because it was used to conceal gin at that time. opposite: 
This tray contains some of the rarer and more valuable examples of vintage pens in one area enthusiast’s collection.
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wanted, says Wirth, and has helped convert 
countless people from ballpoints to nibs.

Wirth also works to get young people to take 
up fountain pens. She says the big selling point 
is “it can give them a quality of line they can’t get 
another way,” and that as soon as they discover 
the pen and nib combination that’s right for 
them, they’re hooked.

“I don’t just sell pens,” she says conspiratorially. 
“I’m into addiction.”

Lisa Anderson, the current president of the 
Pen Collectors of America and also a guest at 
last year’s Little Rock show, agrees that attracting 
younger users is key to perpetuating fountain 
pen culture.

“Our goal is to get a pen into the hand of 
the child—a safe, cartridge-filled pen,” says 
Anderson. “Kids spend so much time on the 
computer, they don’t write much at all.”

Starting youngsters with cartridge pens—
which don’t require refilling from bottles—is 
also less likely to scare off parents who may 
be harboring visions of indelible ink stains on 
expensive upholstery or carpets. But the pens 
also help give children confidence because 
they’re easier to use, making it more likely they’ll 
stick around to become the next generation of 
pen collectors, makers, and dealers.

“We need someone to carry on the knowledge,” 
says Anderson.

For her part, Anderson got started collecting 
pens after her first husband told her to get a 
hobby. She started with Esterbrook pens (“cheap 
and easy to fix”) and kept on collecting after her 
divorce. As time passed, she got into nicer and 
rarer pens, and one day she found herself in a 
bidding war on eBay for a handsome supply of 
Esterbrooks.

“We eventually called a truce,” she says. “Then 
we found that we each had half of a rare D.T. 
Rosborough pen set.”

That started them talking, which eventually 
became courting, and she and Brian Anderson 
were married at the Chicago Pen Show. They 
used the Rosborough pens to sign their vows.

Some collectors are drawn by the historical 
aspect or the thrill of the hunt for a rare or 
exceptionally exquisite pen as they bulk up their 
collections. And like any habit, what defines “too 
many pens” depends entirely upon the person 
you’re speaking with.

“I own about six hundred,” says Joel Hamilton, 
a past president of the Pen Collectors of America. 
“That makes me a small collector.”

Really? Six hundred fountain pens? Well, 
then—what would qualify as a large collection? 

“We know folks … who have dedicated 
multiple rooms in their home to fountain pens,” 
he says with a chuckle. “I’d say five thousand pens 
is a large collection.”

In a way, it seems, collecting fountain pens is 
much like collecting antique cars: Once you have 
them, a considerable amount of effort goes into 
keeping them in working condition. Repairing 
pens is one of Hamilton’s passions, but he warns 
that it’s not for the easily frustrated.

“My pen-repair mentor told me, ‘You are 
going to break a lot of pens,’” he recalls. “You get 
involved in the more-complicated repairs, and 
things start going south quickly. You’re dealing 
with materials that are fifty, sixty, seventy, eighty, 
ninety, one hundred years old. Some of the 
earliest fountain pens were made in the 1880s.”

Yet there’s a signal satisfaction with restoring 
an old pen to proper condition, says Hamilton, 
and it makes you appreciate the quality and 
attention to detail the original manufacturers 
put into the pens. And that appreciation carries 
through into their everyday use.

“I appreciate the beauty and honesty of old 
pens,” he says. “What would we be using today 
if it hadn’t been for fountain-pen manufacturers 
of old? I’m not sure I’d want to use a pencil all 
the time.”

clockwise from top right: a rare parker no. 38 snake pen; an example, from Susan wirth, 
of the way a fountain pen can transform one’s handwriting; a tray of Sheaffer Radite pens.


