
It’s no secret that the internet has made it difficult for
many brick-and-mortar pen stores to stay in business. But
by harnessing the power of social media, along with quality

service and some ingenious special events, the family-run
Atlas Stationers in Chicago is now a destination store for pen
fans, both locally and from out of town.
     “Our website is very important, because we market every-
thing there and ship nationwide, but it’s our retail store that’s
given us the opportunity,” says Brian Schmidt, Atlas
Stationers’ vice president. “Most of our online transactions are
from people who came into the store, maybe just that one
time, but now hopefully we have a customer for life.”
     The focus on fountain pens is relatively new for the store,
which up until recently had been almost exclusively about office
products and supplies. This was where local businesses bought
their legal pads, their file folders, even their wastebaskets and
coffee pods. All of that is still offered, but now there are
cases filled with brands that span the alphabet, from Aurora
through Yard-O-Led.
     Don and Therese Schmidt currently run the Atlas business
operation, and their sons Brian and Brendan are the fourth
generation of Schmidts to work for the company. Their great-
grandfather Aloysius Schmidt founded Atlas in 1939 to sell pens

and office supplies. That store was about a block-and-a-half
away, and Atlas moved to its current location in 1984. 
     “The original building was being renovated, and they
were forcing everyone out,” Brian says. “You could either close
up shop or find a new place. My father had just graduated
from college and come on board, and he went on the hunt and
found this store. We pretty much have the whole ground floor,
3,500 square feet.
     “It ended up being the best thing to happen to us because
it’s one of the only buildings left from the 1800s in the Chicago
Loop. A couple of years after we moved in, it was landmarked.
The building’s not going anywhere, and we’re not either.”
     The store always carried a few fine writing brands, such
as Cross and Lamy, “but it was a very small selection, mostly
rollerballs and ballpoints,” Brian says. “About a year-and-a-half
ago, the owner of Century Pens retired, and the store closed.
We had people asking if we’d expand our selection, so we
started looking. We went to a couple of small stationery
shows and reached out to different pen manufacturers and
distributors. We worked with Yafa Brands, Inc. to bring in
Monteverde and Conklin, and [those brands] took off. We
started to build a customer base that loved to come to us,
and they’d give us suggestions on what to carry.”
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Family-owned Atlas Stationers, located in Chicago’s Inner Loop, was established in 1939 and has resided at this location on W. Lake Street since 1984.
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     At that point, Brian’s younger brother Brendan came into
the business. “We had him start in pen sales. He excelled at it
and became the face of our pen department,” Brian says.
     In 2018, the family got the idea for a Takeover Event,
modeled on “tap takeover” special events held at bars, where a
brewery comes in for a day and only its products are available.
“We invite a pen or notebook company to come in and take
over our store. We cover up our cases, they bring their entire
selection, and everything is focused on them.”
     “During the holidays in 2019 we did six or seven of them
and featured them on social media. That got our name out 
nationwide. We started having tourists come into our store,
which we’d never had before. We decided we needed to really
ride this and grow the entire pen department. We now have
companies asking to be part of it, and we’re setting up
Takeover Events throughout 2020.” 
     The store hosted an event for the Chicago Pen Club and
was a sponsor and exhibitor at the 2019 Chicago Pen Show.
Because it had primarily catered to local business offices, the
store was only open on weekdays, but enough pen fans begged
for longer hours that it’s now open on Saturdays as well. “It
gives our customers a chance to get in here from the suburbs,
or visitors to the city,” Brian says. “It’s allowed us to meet so
many people where we didn’t have the opportunity before.”

     Atlas Stationers is also open to offering whatever it is that
customers want, in every price range. Brian says, “We carry
Platinum Preppies and sell a ton of those. We also now have
Pelikan maki-e fountain pens for the first time. We won’t say
‘no’ to [luxury writing instruments] if there’s a market for it.
Last December we had David Oscarson come in; he’d seen us
on Instagram and reached out to see if he could come by. We
had him in for a Takeover, and we’re working on bringing in
his products. That might have been an issue for us—to carry
such expensive pens when we were just a stationery store—but
Brendan has done so much to get our customers interested.”

Above—Brendan, Therese, Don, and Brian Schmidt: the family behind
Atlas Stationers.
Right, top to bottom—Atlas Stationers’ robust collection of ink and paper
products.

37



     The store has held a huge sidewalk sale each August for the last 32
years, primarily to clear inventory, but last year it was even bigger as pen
companies were invited to join in. “It was a Takeover on steroids,” Brian
says. “We had six or seven pen reps during a two-day event. It was
unbelievable. Pictures were posted all over social media, and we even got
calls from overseas. Other pen companies reached out, and we’re
embracing that. This year we’re trying to make it a three-day event to
give everyone a chance to come by.”
     In a world that is moving online, brick-and-mortar still has a place,
Brian says: “There are plenty of great websites, but being able to touch
the pens in person is a better experience. A customer can test any
pen in the shop. It’s not just about making a sale, it’s the experience.
You can’t be in business 81 years without being honest about what you
are. We try to give as much back to our customers as we can, and
hopefully, we’re doing right by them.”
Jil McIntosh is a freelance writer based outside Toronto, Ontario, Canada.

The modern appointments of Atlas Stationers include glass cases, shop-in-shops, and writing instruments and leather goods from such companies as
Pilot and Pineider. 

Visit Atlas Stationers
227 W. Lake Street

Chicago, Illinois 60606
Monday–Friday: 8:15 a.m.–5:15 p.m.

Saturday: 10 a.m.–3 p.m.
Closed Sundays
1-866-892-4515

atlasstationers.com
Instagram: @atlasstationers
Facebook: Atlas Stationers
Twitter: @Atlasstationers

At time of printing, the Atlas storefront 
is temporarily closed, but web sales are

open for business!
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