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What a delightful and delicate family history item!  It is easy to picture great-great Aunt Bertie seated at a 
writing desk in her long dress while penning a letter to her sister, Alice, off at Warrensburg Normal School.  

 
Grandma wrote the note above so as to identify this dip pen and case.  It reads: 

 
   Bertie Lee Holwell    
         born 
           Dec. 25 -- 1870       - died. Apr. 27, 1895   
   This pen was given to her when she  
   was about 17 yrs old  --  1877  
 
The note had been rolled up and stored inside the case, which is 7½" 
long.    
 
Bertie remained living at home with her mother, Mary Louisa 
Desdemona White Holwell Jenkins, until sadly dying at age 25 from 
tuberculosis.   
 
While Grandma has Bertie's birth date here as 1870, other records 
show it as Christmas Day 1869.  Grandma (Sallie Marie Holwell 
Moore) was the niece of Bertie and Alice.   She was only about four 
when Bertie died, so doesn’t remember her well, but enough to have 
determined she was "pretty."  She grew up knowing Aunt Alice quite 
well.  
 
Bertie (left) and Alice Holwell, sisters in similar outfits 

 



So, what does a closer examination teach us about this graceful item?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The case matches an online description, "A wooden case has rounded corners and brass hook-and-eye latches. 
The case is covered with black leather and lined with blue paper."  It has a handy-dandy elastic piece to hold the 
pen in place….  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
….and "Leroy W. Fairchild" in gold 
 
As always, there are numerous similar examples online, 
many with the same mother-of-pearl handle. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

The handle and nib provide much history when looked at closely---thanks to the Internet for research.   
 

 
 
 
 
 



Here again is the "Fairchild" 
name with a "2" following it. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The nib reads, "Leroy W. Fairchild    New York    No. 2."   Five dots frame each side of the "W." 
 
There is evidence of use, making me all the more grateful for word processing---not having to dip this nib in 
ink, back and forth to paper.  And, I thought my high school and manual college typewriter, with the little strip 
of white to insert behind the ribbon for corrections, was a vast improvement over such previous writing 
methods.  Little could we imagine then of vast advancements waiting ahead, as I happily use to create this story.    
 
And speaking of "vast advancements," how would I have fared with the encyclopedia on the shelf vs. Google 
for researching all shown above?  
 
Well, what Google actually revealed on Leroy was that there wasn’t much to reveal…interesting in itself, I 
guess.  The blog author stated, "Fairchild remains almost completely unstudied."  That seems to be before 
blogger David studied Leroy.  In the website, vintagepensblog.blogspot.com, I learned a whole lot:   

 
"Richard Easterbrook moved from England to the United States in 1856 to manufacture pens, opening a factory 
in Camden, N.J., in 1858. The company also made pen nibs, probably beginning around 1920, when it expanded 
into fountain pens. Venus Pen and Pencil, formerly the American Lead Pencil Co., purchased Esterbrook in 
1967.  Leroy W. Fairchild began making fountain pen nibs in New York City between 1837 and 1843. After 
the firm experienced bankruptcy, it reorganized in 1897 and began to sell fountain pens.  In the 20th century, the 
company also offered dip pens.  
 
"As I note in a forthcoming article in the Pennant, "Leroy W. Fairchild: The Little-Known History of a Well-
Known Company," Leroy W. Fairchild was the Lewis Edson Waterman of the gold-nibbed dip pen era. In the 
last few decades pen historians have uncovered much about Waterman, but Fairchild remains almost completely 
unstudied.  It was not easy to find Leroy W. Fairchild's middle name. He always used the "W", but the only way 
I discovered it stood for 'Wilson' was in records where others provided it: for example, his son Leroy C.'s 
marriage record; a death notice in the New York Tribune on May 9, 1909; and Leroy C.'s obituary in The Suffolk 
County News, December 1, 1939.  Fairchild's first name was commonly rendered as LeRoy and Le Roy." 
 
The Vintage Pens Blog continues with a lengthy explanation of a search for Leroy's vitals, which brings forth 
genealogical information.  And, I thought I was compulsive… 
 
 



At the end of all that, the story still goes on…   
 
"By the evidence we have, Leroy W. Fairchild grew up poor. The family was at a new address every year, and he was just 
a boy when his father died, leaving his mother with four small children. It was common for boys to begin apprenticeships 
around the age of thirteen, so it is quite possible that the foundation date of 1843 later claimed for the Fairchild company 
actually represents the start of Leroy W. Fairchild's apprenticeship (it is equally possible, however, that it represents the 
foundation date of the company in which he was employed, and which he eventually rose to own)."    
 
…and then on and on…and on.   Anyone interested in a whole lot of information on Leroy W. Fairchild can turn to this 
blog, which actually does bring the nib to life.  

 
I liked that it included this poster extolling the virtues of Leroy's 
pens.  
 
Since I had not heard the term "dip pen," I needed to know more 
about its properties and history:     
 
"A dip pen or nib pen usually consists of a metal nib with capillary 
channels like those of fountain-pen nibs, mounted in a handle or 
holder. Generally, dip pens have no ink reservoir, so the user must 
recharge the ink from an ink bowl or bottle to continue drawing or 
writing. Dip pens emerged in the early 19th century when they 
replaced quill pens and, in some parts of the world, reed pens. Dip 
pens were generally used before the development of fountain pens 
in the later 19th century, and are now mainly used in illustration, 
calligraphy, and comics.  The dip pen has certain advantages over a 
fountain pen. It can use waterproof, pigmented, particle-and-binder-
based inks, such as India ink, drawing ink, and acrylic inks—each 
of which 

would 
destroy a 
fountain pen 
by clogging 
it—and the 

traditional iron gall ink, which can corrode fountain pens. Dip 
pens are also more sensitive to variations of pressure and speed, 
producing a line that naturally varies in thickness; and they can 
also produce a finer line than any fountain pen. There is a wide 
range of exchangeable nibs for dip pens, so different types of lines 
and effects can be created."  

 
 
 
                            a nice photo showing different styles of nibs   

 
Aunt Bertie would be pleased to know that her niece, 
Sallie, saved her treasured pen, passed it on down the 
line---and now to be shared for display back in its roots 
at the Bates County (Missouri) Museum.   
 
 

case and pen on my what-not shelf  (middle far left)  


