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On my desk is a cylinder of pencils. I like pencils. I like using them. Scribbling. 

Drawing. Drumming. And, they’re good for an occasional chew, as well. 

 

Pencils aren’t something I think about on a daily basis–or at all, really. But I like using 

them. They never run out of ink, and need no external power source to operate. 

I marvel at their versatility as writing instruments. 

 

Sometimes I use a pencil to force me to slow my thought process. Or, as I write or 

sketch my way through an idea. If I happen to write a sentence or paragraph I don’t like–or 

want to improve–all I have to do is turn the pencil upside down and use the eraser–the 

stone-age version of liquid white-out. 

 

Although I usually take a pencil for granted, it did get me thinking about the history of how 

they evolved. 

 

Sheep	  Served	  As	  First	  Writing	  Surface	  

What made the pencil possible, of course, was graphite, discovered in the early 1500s when a 

violent storm uprooted trees in a hamlet near Cumbria, England. According to legend, a 

strange black substance bubbled up from beneath the downed trees, later identified 

as graphite deposits. 



If you ever get to visit that area of England, check out the James Bond-style World War Two 

pencil at the Pencil Museum. 

 

Before graphite ever touched paper, however, shepherds used it to mark their sheep. 

 

Fast-forward a few hundred years. Massachusetts' cabinet-maker William Monroe got the 

credit for making America’s first wood pencils. Twenty years later, the first pencil factory in 

England opened. 

 

Famous	  Graphite	  Advocates	  

Some of history’s well-known figures embraced the pencil. Among them: 

 

 Ernest Hemingway used cedar pencils to take notes while reporting on the Spanish 

Civil War. 

 

 President Ulysses S. Grant reportedly used pencils to sketch out battle plans when he 

served as General of the Union Army during the Civil War. 

 

 Henry David Thoreau, who family manufactured pencils, figured out that mixing clay 

with graphite combined to make a superior product. 

 

 John Steinbeck, who penned “The Grapes of Wrath” and “Cannery Row,” was said to 

have used as many at 60 cedar pencils on a daily basis. 

 

 Thomas Edison kept a three-inch long pencil tucked in his vest pocket for taking 

notes.  

 



 

 Francis Scott Key used a pencil to write “The Star Spangled Banner.” 

 

Fun	  Facts	  About	  Pencils	  

 If you used a pencil to draw a line until all the graphite was gone, it would stretch 70 

miles. 

 

 One pencil will produce 45,000 words. 

 

 An estimated two billion pencils are manufactures in the U.S. each year. 

 

 More than 14 billion pencils are produced around the world every year–enough to 

circle the earth 62 times. 

 

 An average sized tree can make about 170,000 pencils	  

	  

 Most European pencils don’t have erasers. On the other hand, American pencils so. 

Does this mean they’re more efficient scribblers than Americans? 

 

# # #  

 

 

 

 


