
PEN MAKER 
PARTIII 



~ he last lcner shown wi1h Pan I I of"Thomas J J~~c,-,,on's Pen Maker," J eflerson expressed his 
satisfaction with pens he had purchased from Peregrine 
Williamson. fn the following letter, we sec that Jefferson 
has now been using the pens for six months. Decades later, 
when pens were mass-produced, much cheaper, and were 
purchased b)' the gross, one never expec1ed to use a steel 
pen for six months. They were cventua ll)' seen as disposable 
items. But a1 this poim, in 1808, thC)' were relatively 
expensive and were expected 10 last for quite a while. In 
1he ad for Williamson's pens shown at ,·ight, the 1>en maker 
included a testimonial fromJefferson, with his permission; 
the other testimonial was from the penman Francis foster. 
He claims 10 have used one of1hc 1hrec-slit pens for almost 
a year, and specul a1.es that if kept clean and ca,·efull)' used, i1 
could last for several years'. 

Whether because.Jefferson wasn't as fastidious, his use 
was much greater than Foster's, or Foster's claim was a bit 
exaggerated, six months into using the pens, the nm,~ fonncr 
president was having some problems. 

From ThomasJefferson 
To Percgrioe \.\tilliamson 
June 21, 18082 

Sir \Vashington.Junc 21. 08. 

I must I rouble you for a new supply of your s1cel pen points. I 
find them excellen1 while they last, and an entire l'elief from che 
trouble of mending. h1n, ahho' I dean them careli1lly when l:lid 
by for the day, yet the constam use for 6. or 7. hours c,·cry day, 
,·c1)' soon bcgius w iJ~jurc th<·m. the points begin to be corroded, 
&. bocome ragged, & 1he slit rusts itself open. I have somc1imcs, 
but rart"lysucccedcd in smoothing 1hr point on a hone, and the 
op<·ning of the slit is q 11itc irremediable. I inc lose three which 
wiU shew the manm:r of their going. I will thank you for ha)fa 
dozen 01· a doz.en points ofthesan1e cctlibel', & a note of1heir 
amoum which I will have 1-emined. I wncler )'Ou mr ~.afuta1ions 

Th:Jefferson 

It's not so amazing that the presidem is discovering that 
six 10 seven hours a day, prohahly almos1 every day, spcm 
sitting in the highly cor,·osivc iron gall ink of the time, would 
play havoc upon a steel pen. 

This is a problem that steel 1>en makers tried LO fix for 
the next 130 years with many and wondrous solutions. It's 1101 

Opposite pag4!-. Writing 
the Oec(aration of 
lndependen<;e, 1776, 
by Jean l eon GerQme 
F~ms. Th~ pa1nt1n9 
depicts Thomas Jetfe,son 
(standing►. with Benjamin 
fo)nklln and John Adams, 
This wo,k is in the publtc: 
domam, 

This page: Ad for 
Wilt,am$0n's pens.. 1nctuding 
ttstimooials r,om Thom:ts 
Jefferson Md fraocis Foster 

J. Evening Posl /New York, New York), March 18. 1809. p. 3. 
2. founders.archives.gov/documents/Je/ferson/99-01 -02-8194 
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umi l stain less steel nibs were introduced in 
the 20th century that corrosion was no longer 
such a problem. 

Peregrine Williamson w,·ites back with 
some advice and an imcrcsting observation: 

To TbomasJefferson 
From Per egrine \.Villiamson 
June 25, 1808' 

Sir 
l~altimorcj unc 251 h. 08. 

Your favour of the 21 Came safe to hand 
requesting a new Supply of Pens hm prcviow, 
lo its reception I had clL'\posed of all but about a ha.If a dozen and 
lhcrforc could 1101 send 1hc number You mcmionc:d but I shnll 
nol forget 10 sclc<'t a half' a dcrlcn more out of the next number 
that is. maclt~ and 10 send 1lwm on in due time- You h:;we tl'uly 
observed {notwithstanding You clean them) that the constant use.: 
f()r 6 or 7 hours every day v<:ry soon brgins 10 i1~u rc lhrm. and 
that the points begin to be corroded & become ragged & the slit 
rusts itself open. You hav<: s<-m 3 10 g·ive m,· an idea what You 
mean one of which is yet good with a litllc sharpening which 
I send You with 1hc rcsr- but alt ho we have l\\'O much reason 
lO utgc lhosc. objt~ctions lO the Steel Pen in conccquc,1cc of its 
susceptibility of corrosion & rust. Ycl l believe their is no metal 
lhat would ca\'cn be ;l subslitutc for it h:wcil'1g u~cd 1hcm. cavcn 
Silver or Gold whid1 I 1hink is proof against <-ithcr of those 
into11vcnicncics not cxccplcd - for I have discovtrcd that it is 
1hc points of 1hc pen (whirh I might say is rhc pen itself for all 
the rest would be useless without it) lhat begin first to bccornc 
worn apart & that 1101 !\O much from the corrosion as from irs 
action on 1hc paper 1hat I have worn the points quite blunt so 
as 10 loose i1s harc~trokc imircly and yc1 the other pans 10 be 
apararntly int ire. You Sa)' 1hat you have sometimes but rardy 
Succcactcd in Smoothing 1hc points on a hone. l expccL (if 
posscablc) to be down to Washington Shortly and I Should be 
happy in rnkcing the pleasufc 10 Show You Lhc pl'ccise m<~thod 
lO sharpen your pc11s as it might s;wc You some trouble 

P. \Villictmson 

\Ve do find steel pen repa ir services in London al un 
cal'ly date', but this is the first ,·efcrcncc in the Uniltd States 
to repairing a steel pen. As pens became mass-produced, 
they became disposable, but in t he beginning, ,u more than 
SI a pen in 1808, they were too expensive to just toss when 
they became a bit scratchy. 

But the most imercsting morsd from this letter is the 
proof tha1 Williamson cxpcrimemed with gold a nd silver 
pens before scllling on steel. He found that silver and gold 
wore away too easily. This was known by others as well and 
was the muse of'the search for a harder tip that cou ld go 
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on the encl ofa gold pen. By this poim, Hawkins, the same 
person who helped to invent the polygraph, t he mechan ical 
pencil, and many other things, was already looking for a 
good way to tip a gold pen with a harder meta l. It wasn't 
until around 1834 that he successfully invented a way to 
reliably tip a gold pen with iridium, leading to the design 
used on all gold foumain pen nibs today. 

The final lcucr l'vc been able to find bc1wccnJcm:rso11 
and \ \lilliamson is almost ten momhs after the first: 

To Thomas Jefferson 
From Peregrine Williamson 
September 28, 1808; 

Sir Bahimorc Sept 28th 1808 

I :;l\'a il 111ysclf or the 1)(.·culi.:ir 1>lcasure and sa1isfo.c1io,1 of 

sending You the h<1lrdo,stccl Pens Which l hope (last 
promised) will be in due time. 

I am Sir Yo11r X'loSI Obch And .\'losi Hub Servi 

P \Villian1so11 

This indicmes thatjcffcrson continued to purchase steel 
pens, most likely for his polygraph. The only follow-up we 
have for this letter was one from J efferson to his grandson, 
T homasjelfcrson Randolph", in which he asks Randolph 10 
"swing by J~altimorc ,md pay P. Will iamson or72 Market St. 
for "a dozen steel pen poims." 

\Vhil,, we may not have any more lcnci:~ between the 
two n1cn Lhm survived, iL is clear that J cflerson never forgol 
Peregrine \ Villiamson. 

ln 1814,J dlcrson recommends that Wil li am Caruthers 
stop by P. Wil li amson in Baltimore to sec Williamson's 
newly patcmecl method fo,· making small sho1'. (By 18 16, 



Williamson is listed in the Baltimore dircccory not as a 
steel pen maker, or jeweler, but as a "shot manufacturer.") 
So, while it's not clear if the retired president is still using 
Williamson's steel pens in 1814, it does seem as if he's keeping 
track of Williamson's other i1wentions. 

An interesting postscript to this story of the two men is 
found in a lcuerchucd 1822 from.Jefferson lO a friend in New 
York, DeWitt Clinton".Itsecms from the conto.t of the letter 
that Clinton had just semj cfferson some pens made of some 
other material than steel. Gold, perhaps? Silver? J efferson 
writes back: 

I thank you, Dear Sir, for the clcgam pens you have hcen so 
kind ;is to send me; they perform their office admirnhly. I had 
formerly got such from Baltimore, hut they were of s1c:cl, and 
1 heir poi ms rusted o(f immediately. 

Left: Thomas Jefferson's 
polygraph at Monllcello. 
Polyg,aphs could p,oduce 
several copies of a 
document simuttaneousty. 
©Thomas Jette,son 
Foundation at Monticello; 
loaned by the University of 
Virginia 

Below: The only patent 
image still existing for any 
of Wltharnson's patents. 
The bed's webbing was 
lightened by rotating the 
side rails like a ratcheted 
w,ndlass 

3. founders.archives.gov/documents/ 
Jefferson/99·01 ·02·8223 
4. Bore. Henry. The Story of the Invention 
of Steel Pens. lvison, Blakeman & 
Company, New York. 1890. pp. 23-24. 
5. founders.archives.gov/documents/ 
Jefferson/99-01 ·02-8762 
6. founders.archives.gov/documents/ 
Jefferson/99·01 ·02-8852 
7. founders.archives.gov/documents/ 
Jefferson/03-08·02·0080 
8. founders.archives.gov/documents/ 
Jefferson/98-01 • 02-2722 
9. newspapers.com/cfip/14838096/1835_ 
peregrine_ wi//iamson..journ...of/ 
10. In 1829 we find a notice in the 
Evening Post (New York. New York) that 
fists Peregrine Williamson among ochers 
who have teeters left al rhe NYC post 
office. (Juty 3, 1829. p. 1) newspapers. 
com/cfip/19965744/1829_peregrine_ 
williamson_lefll 
11. Pat. 1,926X. May 12, 1813 

Peregrine 'vVill iamson continued to make pens for a 
while. The one later accoum that memions these years says 
he was so successful that he and a journeyman assistant 
made a clear profit ofS6OO a month, which was quite a tidy 
sum for a two-man operation around 1815. According to the 
same account, he "continued to manufacture his pens unti l 
the demand, limited as it was, becoming for the moment 
supplied, the manufacture of pens was abandoned."9 This 
was somet ime aflcr the latest ad I've been able to find, which 
was from 1813, and most likely sometime by the early 182Os. 
By this point, he seems co have moved co New York City, 
where he continued to pursue his other invcntions10. 

Peregrine Williamson was granted 10 patents that I've 
been able to find. They range widely and include his 1808 
patcm for the three-slit pen; a machine for shots and hullets11, 

the fi rst U.S. patent gnmtccl for improvements to a coffee 

3415X 
P. WILLIAMSON. 
BEDSTEAD CORDING. 

Patented Dec. 6, 1821. 
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,-ESf-ERs Ro-o K PENs-1 
I Tho Recognized Standard For School and College Use I Th,s card of EsMrb rOOk 

pens from the authot's 
c-ot1ec-tt0n iltusu~te-s 

I I 
how nibs were sofd In 
w,mamson·s day 

Williams.on·s last patcnl­
fof a nib with a slider 
mechanism to regulate 
fle.xibit.ity-was latet 
c-chOed in the adJUSt.lbte 
nit> on Wahl's Done 
Photo COU(tesy of O.>vid 
Nishimura. 

I I 

I ... ... ... ,.. ... ,,. ,.. .. ... ... I 
I THE ESTERBROOK STEEL PEN MFG. CO. 

C A.MOEN . N~W JEASEY NEW YOR~ o,rteE. 00 JOHN 9TRECT 

roastc," , an imp roved bedstead" , a new type of stove to be 
used on a railroad car" , which was granted before the first 
regular rai.lroad was even run in the Un ited States; and, in 
1835, a P'*"n for a new kind of pen" for wh ich 1lw very tip 
was especially hardened, and which also included a slide that 
a llowed one to regulate the sti ffness of the pen as you slide it 
up or down the nib. 

Not all oC\Villiamson's invcmions ended up being 
patemed. In 1822. the Baltimore City Council and ma)•0r 
passed,, r~-solution to allow Peregrine Wi ll iamson to 
sweep some chimneys in die city of Baltimore using hi$ 
new invcmion1b . 

Permission granted to Pcrcgrim.· \•Villia mson to sweep a ccn ain 
mtmber of chimneys in 1he City by his newly invf'nted ma.chine. 

\Vhc,·c.as, Pcr1;.-grine \Villiamson has invc.11tcd a new mode 
by which to S\,·ccp chimneys, so as, in his opinion. to render 
unnecessary to use of climbing hoy~; and is clrsil'ous, in order 
10 g ive h if. invcnt iou " fair cxpcrimcm 1 that ~, 1rial ofi1 should 
he made in a ('er1ai11 number of houses; and is: being desirous 10 

pl"01'110tl' «ny i1w(•11t io11 by wl1 icl1 tht US4." of human lxings in Lhis 
husincss may be dispensed with, 

Approved Feb. 20th , 1822 

No results from this t,~xpefimcm arc known, hu1 a 
chimney sweeping mechanism is not included among his 
many patents. 

Considering his many othc,· inv<-ntio,is, both succcssfi.,I 
and 11 nsucccssf11l, his first pa1cm, of the 1hrce-sli1 pen, turned 
out to be his greatest. Unfortunately, he received neither the 
credit nor the bu lk of the profit that a rose from this invention. 

In 1831, as various gemlcmcn in Birmingham were just 
staning to figure om how to crank out these steel pens on 
an industrial scale,.Joseph Gillon filed a patent for a pen 
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witb increased Aexibility by adding two additional side slits 
10 the nib. Gillou's patent gained him fame. His prowess 
at ma11ufacwri11g) a1ong with beuer quality materi als, ~rnd 
heucr 1iming (1he crcmion of the penny post a nd expanded 
educational opponu11i1ies for a broader portion of the 
public), gained him a massive fortune. In an 1835 art icle on 
Williamson, the aulhor add resses this wilh ba rely hidden 
sconi. After describing the nature of Williamson's original 
pen design, he continues:" 

A sample of llu.: pc11s wa.s sent out lO E11g:l.:md, a11d irnitatio,,s 
soon came back, placarded \\'ith an Englishman1s narne as lhe 
i1wc11tors, "by Hi:- Jv[~~<:Sl y'i:- Royal Pal cnc'" T he Englishrnan 
could n Ol invent so much as a card even, but made almost 
a fo cs:.imilc ofi\l r. \•Villiamson1s. 'The s.amc card~ have been 
pcrpcltlatcd to this day, ,rnd du: business has hccn pursued by 
the English m anufac111rcrs, umil mo re tha n a h 1111clred ions of 
s1eel ar(; now usecl annually in the ma nufacwi-c ofn,orc th .ln 
two hundred millions of pens, and the price is reduced to a 
l"ew cc11ts. T l1c English manufacturers, i11 thc mea11timc, h~,vl' 
realized immense fon uncs by the invention, bm have added 
no1hing to the principles of ~ I 1·. \Villiamson 1 nor, afier all 1hcir 
t hangcs uf' form, h;wt: they con1rivccl a nything l>cucr l h::1n his, 
or so good. 

Peregrine Williamson sold his pens for S1.00 each or 
$9.00 for a ca rd of a dozen. Pens were cominued to be sold 
by the card for decades more, long after most were sold in 
boxes of a dozen to a gross. 

That's n<)t to s.iy we rnn fully embrace the author's 
s1atcmem that the British comributcd nothing. They arc 
the ones who figured out how to mass-produce pens with 
machinery; bcg,t11 to use higher qlw lily, and th inner) sled ; 
and inu·oduccd gr·inding and extra pi<"rcing lo increase 
nexibili1y. They were 1hc real pioneers of the seed pen 
industry, but that's a story for another time. 



lntercstingly enough, Williamson's last patem, the nib 
with the sliding clasp to regulate ncxibility, seemed to have 
also made it to England under another man's name. In 1856, 
Alexander Prince was granted a very similar patent, no. 777: 
"Improvements in steel pens for the regulating the elasticity 
thereof." As late as [932, this idea of a sliding regulator 
of elasticity on a nib shows up in Wahl's Doric adjustabk 
fountain pen nib. 

Peregrine Williamson died of apoplexy in New York City 
in 1841 m the age of 71 18. 

12. Par. 3.185X. Mar. 20, 1820 
13. Par. 3,415X. Dec. 06, 1821. and another Pat. 3,598X. Oct.17.1822 
14. Par. S,368X, Feb. 16, 1829 
15. Par. 8,73SX. Mar. 30, 1835 

For such an important early figure in the history of steel 
pens, very link is acwally known about him. He appears in 
no census data, ve1y few directories, no genealogies. Very 
little is known about his personal life. We know he was 
married t0 Sarah Nowland in 1809, we know he served in the 
Baltimore Militia during the war of 1812, but we don't know 
where he was bom or raised, or even how he made his pens. 
What we can say for certain is that he was a true pio11ecr and 
innovator, and that he was Thomasj eflcrson's Pen Maker. 

16. Baltimore, MD. Ordinances of the Corporation of the City of 
Baltimore from 1813 to 1822, Inclusive. Re-printed by John Cox, city 
printer. 1876. p. 433. books.google.com 
17. Evening Post (New York, New York!. May 22, 1835. p. 3 
18. New-York Tribune (New York. New York). Sept. 17. 1841, p. 3 
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