
New production technology made the relatively old idea of the fountain pen available to more people in
the late 1800s. It combined two major improvements over the feather quill pens it replaced, a metal tip or
“nib” and an internal reservoir to store ink inside the handle of the pen. This made writing easier, more
consistent, and more compact. TIP: if your pen clogs, lightly tap the tip on a hard surface.  

Before instant communication, letters were the only way people could
connect over long distances. You have received two annotated letters. You’ll
find the text of the letter itself as well as notes that help you understand the
context and characters.

One was written by John Thomas Stark in the role of grumpy father,
demanding his son, William Stark, return home after he left to work in
Orange, TX. The other was from William Stark to Miriam Lutcher, whom he
was dating (think of his letters as one giant text message, complete with
gossip, commentary on current events, and emotional stuff).

As a part of this program, you have an envelope, sheet of paper, and
fountain pen. This is the basic technology used for these communications.
New methods in making paper made it cheaper and more affordable for
more people to write, however, paper could still be difficult to get and
expensive. This meant letters were often crammed with writing everywhere,
even the margins. Paper was so scarce, William sometimes used a method
called cross-writing. See the example to the left - yikes! 

Choose one of these letters and write a response. Remember that William and Miriam are both in their
late teens/early twenties when they receive the letter, near the age you are now. Imagine how you would
feel if this letter was addressed to you. Think about these questions as you respond - 

 

What kind of things would you say? What tone would you take? 
How long will your letter be (short and sweet, or will you need to cram everything onto one sheet of paper?)

Also, keep in mind that there will not be an immediate response. It will take days or weeks to reach its recipient.
What kind of relationship would you want with this person going forward?

Does the other person convince you of their argument, or do you find it ridiculous?
Would you be motivated to, in William’s case, return home, or in Miriam’s case, move to Orange? 

What further assurances would you want from your parent if you returned home, and what would you want from your
significant other if you moved to Orange?

Fold your letter, address the envelope, and return it to your teacher. We encourage repsonses to be
shared and discussed among the class! 
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