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NIB CHECK: John Culmer examines a Waterman's Ideal fountain pen made in 1940, which he repaired for a client
in Hamilton at the Peel Pen Shop in London.

John Culmer leans back in his chair and
gives me a long, hard look.

"Now, would you like a thrill?" he asks.

I nod. Somehow, I feel like I'm 16 years
old again and my dad is reluctantly handing
me the keys to his immaculate Chevy
Impala.

But instead of plopping keys into my palm,
Culmer hands me a pen.

This is, however, no ordinary pen. This is a
65-year-old Waterman Ideal lever-filler
fountain pen, which in its day was
advertised as "the 100- year pen" because
that's how long it was guaranteed. It
features a 14-karat gold nib topped with a
tip of iridium -- the most
corrosion-resistant metal known to man,
woman or child.

"So, 45 degrees," says Culmer. "OK? The
positioning of the tip of the nib is what's
important.

"Approaching the paper, then, just try
writing 'London, Ontario,' " he says.

I press the nib against the thick, white
paper. To my astonishment, my normal
chicken-scratch scrawl is transformed into
a graceful lilt.

"Does the fact that the ink is going on the
paper do anything to you?" asks Culmer.
"Does it make you think about what you're
writing? Are any of your juices flowing?
Are you having fun?"

Fun?

Well, it's not quite the same as taking the
old man's Impala for a spin. But it doesn't
feel like writing, either. To be honest, it
feels like I'm spreading butter.

It also feels like I've stepped back into a
time when nothing was done in an instant
and everything lasted for years.

Welcome to Culmer's wonderful world of
fountain pens, where instead of jotting
down messy notes with cheap, disposable
ball points or dashing off misspelled and
grammatically mangled e-mails on a
computer, the act of writing is a slow and
sensuous art.

Culmer and his wife, Dolores, operate the
Peel Pen Shop, Canada's only remaining
full-time fountain pen repair and
restoration facility.

The original shop was opened in 1954 on
Montreal's Peel Street -- hence the name --
by Culmer's father and mother, Charlie and
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Yvette. In 1987, John and Dolores opened
their London shop on Dundas Street near
Richmond. In 1991, they moved to their
current site in the Talbot Centre at 142
Fullarton St.

A chat with Culmer is filled with
references to nibs, clips, feeds, sacs, fills
and breather holes. He talks about fountain
pens the way some people discuss their
children -- the 1952 Sheaffer Snorkel, the
1937 Parker Speedline Vacumatic Filler
and his personal favourite, the Parker 75.

It took him 30 years to find that one.

Despite his passion, Culmer knows we live
in a throwaway world where few people
have the time or inclination to savour the
act of writing with a pen that needs to be
filled, cleaned and cared for.

"How many parties have I been to, trying
to explain my excitement over putting ink
on paper?" he says. "The texture of paper,
the colour of ink, the size of the nib --
whether it's italic or extra-fine,
copper-plate or old English.

"If you don't get it, I won't be able to instil
it into you," he says. "I can't give you what
I love."

Culmer has some strict rules for handling a
fine fountain pen: Never clip it onto
anything thicker than a shirt pocket; don't
pull the cap off (just gently squeeze it);
don't throw the nib into the cap (place it);
and when writing, line up the clip with the
nib.

And for goodness sake, don't hand him a
pen. Set it down, then let Culmer pick it up.
That way, nobody drops it and breaks the
delicate nib.

The 57-year-old fountain pen aficionado
says about 80 per cent of his business is
retail, with the rest coming from repairs.
Ironically, Culmer admits that while
fountain pens are an anachronism from the
past, his future lies in the Internet, where
he connects with fountain pen collectors
worldwide seeking repairs.

"I deal with an affluent clientele," he says,
adding antique fountain pens can cost
between $100 and $4,000. "On the other
hand, I've had guys save up for a $500
Parker Duofold, one of their finest pens, for
10 years.

"If you love something, you'll find a way."
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