The History of the Pencil

The writing instrument we know as a lead pencil is completely misnamed, but this very inaccuracy is a clue to its history. The ancient Romans painted fine outlines and wrote on papyrus(a type of paper made from reeds) with a tiny brush which they called a penicillus, or little tail. The ancient Egyptians, and the Greeks and Romans, too, used a small lead disc for ruling guide line on the papyrus to keep the lettering even. The Romans called it a plumbum - Latin for lead.

It was only logical that someone should eventually think of using a thin rod of lead for scribing fine lines, and equally logical that the invention should be called a 'lead pencil'. Who first invented, or who first named it, is unknown, but such pencils were in use by the fourteenth century, primarily as an artists' tool. Very beautiful, pale grey drawings, done with rods of lead, zinc or silver can be found in museums today, though all of them are now classified as silver point drawings.

Small things in daily use often seem so obvious that no one takes the trouble to write about them; and it was not until 1565 that one Conrad Gesner of Zurich described a pencil. Even then, it was only an aside in his Treatise on Fossils, but the description is sufficiently detailed so that we know the writing rod was held in a wooden case.

It took a discovery in 1564 to make the name 'lead pencil' a complete misnomer. In that year, a deposit of graphite (pure black carbon) was found in England in a form so solid and uniform that it could be sawn into sheets and then cut into thin square sticks. Little chemistry was known in 1564, so the material was called plumbago, or that which acts (writes) like lead. This pure graphite in the mines was the only such deposit ever found, and its value was fantastic. It was mined only six weeks a year; armed guards escorted the wagons to London; and export of the ore was prohibited. The English Guild of Pencil makers enjoyed a world monopoly on the sale of the finished product.

Less pure deposits of graphite were available in many parts of the world, but it had to be crushed and the impurities removed. By the seventeenth century, the Germans were using a mixture of graphite, sulphur and antimony. The exact processes and formula were undoubtedly trade secrets, but the German white lead sticks were usable and competed with the English pencil.

Few pencils were made in early America (though Henry Thoreau, the naturalist, ran a small pencil factory in the 1850's), but the period from the Civil War to the turn of the century saw the development of the country's pencil industry to international importance. The Eagle Pencil Company was founded by Mr. Alfred Berol in 1856, and has pioneered the invention and perfection of the many kinds of pencil we use today. In 1971 Eagle acquired Venus Pencil Company and the new company was called Berol Ltd.

Today, the pencil industry is an international business, bringing raw materials from every corner of the globe and sending its finished pencils out again to give the peoples of the world an ever improving writing tool.
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