
How to Make a Quill Pen 

First off, find a source of good feathers.  Those feathers you buy from the local 

hobby store are generally poor quality and collected in an inhumane manner.  It is 

far better to find a farm. A butcher, or other source where at least you know the 

birds are put to good use when you take their feathers.  Some of the feathers you 

collect may be dirty so don’t be afraid to give good scrubbing. Feathers are durable 

and get wet all the time. You can give them a vigorous scrubbing with a brush in 

warm, soapy water if necessary.    

One word of warning:  Cutting a quill can be dangerous, tricky business. Be sure to use a SHARP knife 

(even an Xacto knife if necessary).  This is not the time to bludgeon along with your old rusty camp 

knife.  Bird’s plumage can be quite durable and is prone to splintering.  HINT: if you soak the end of 

the feather in water overnight it will be a little easier to cut. 

Next point is to understand that all those pictures of feather pens with all their plumage intact and 

those silly things they sell in gift shops are NOT what people used to write with.  Those make good 

displays but a proper useful quill pen is basically just the stripped shaft of the feather --Not as pretty but 

much easier to use in writing.  Some people like to leave a few of the afterfeather at the end farthest 

from the nib and that has some authenticity but a full vane with a nib is both wrong and hard to use. 

    

 

Before you cut your quills, you need to temper your feathers.  If you take untampered feathers and cut 

a nib it will work fine for about 15 minutes and then become so deformed that you cannot write with it.  

If, like me, you have a heavy hand when writing, it won’t even last that long.  Tempering gives the tube 

resilience and toughness.    

• Soak the bare shaft in water overnight. The transparent tube goes opaque with the soaking.  

• Heat a can of sand in the oven (or fire if you are a purist) until all the water is removed.  I like 

to use a meat thermometer to confirm that the temperature is about 350° F (175C).   

• Remove the can from the heat then stick the nib end of the quill into the hot sand and let it cure 

for at least an hour.  The shaft will become transparent again and the nib will be much 

tougher. 

Now we are ready to cut the nib.  There are as many different ways to cut a nib as there are 

handwriting styles.  A good guideline is to look at old fountain or dip pens and attempt to replicate that 

shape.  If you like fine writing, cut a sharp nib.  If you want broad calligraphy strokes, cut a broad flat 

nib.  Feathers are cheap so experiment until you find your favorite style. 

These are the steps I follow: 

• Cut the end from the feather at an angle.  

• Cut the end flat and perpendicular 

• Cut a slit down the middle of it.  This is important as it is the slit 

that acts as a reservoir of ink that flows onto the paper as you 

write.   

• Shape the nib to fit your desired writing style. 

• Sand it smooth just a little bit (optional but makes the disposition of ink more even). 

Once you have your pen, consider that most of us have learned from years of writing with ballpoint pens 

to press hard when we write.  This will rapidly destroy your quill pen.  The proper way to write with a 

quill is to almost write above the parchment letting the pen’s weight (literally feather light) be the only 

force applied.  It takes some practice, but you will find it very enjoyable once mastered. 


