
Quill Pens 
 
 
 

1. Grade Level 
4th and 5th  

 

2.  Time Needed 
1 hour 

 

3. Objectives 
After completing this lesson, students will be able to: 

 Identify several types of primary sources and describe the importance of primary sources to 
 historical writing.  

 Explain reasons for French settlement around Mobile Bay.  

 Describe aspects of Colonial life in the colony at Mobile. 

 Make a quill pen. 
 
This activity supports the following Alabama Course of Study Content Standards for Social 

 Studies: 
4th Grade (2010) 
6. Describe cultural, economic, and political aspects of the lifestyles of early nineteenth century 

farmers, plantation owners, slaves, and townspeople. 
 
5th Grade (2010) 
5. Explain the early colonization of North America and reasons for settlement in the Northern, 

Middle, and Southern colonies, including geographic features, landforms, and differences in 
climate among the colonies. 

 

 4. Materials Required 
 Copies of the translated Journal of Bertet de la Clue journal entries* 

 Copies of images of writing from Journal of Bertet de la Clue* 

 Copies of The Founding of Mobile handout* 

 Copies of Making a Quill Pen instructions* 

 1 feather per student (available at craft stores like Michaels or Hobby Lobby) 

 1 cup of water per student  

 Scissors 

 Washable black paint or ink in cups- you can dilute washable tempera or acrylic paint with a few 
drops of water. 

 Paper  

 Paper towels 

 Plastic aprons to protect clothing  
 

*Materials can be found on the History Museum of Mobile Primary Sources Lesson Plan disk 



 

5. Background Information 
The French began the settlement and city of Mobile in the early 1700s. Artifacts that show the richness 
of their culture are highlighted in the History Museum of Mobile’s permanent exhibit, Old Ways, New 
Days: The Story of Mobile.  The main goal of this lesson is to help to familiarize your students with the 
French Colonial Period in Mobile, to familiarize them with primary sources (in this instance, the Journal 
of Bertet de La Clue) and to have them make and write with a quill pen just as the French did when they 
wrote documents in the early 1700s. 

 
6. Lesson Outline  

A. Introduction (5 min.) 
Tell students: 
The City of Mobile was founded by the French over 300 years ago. On orders from King Louis 
XIV of France, the Canadian explorer Pierre Le Moyne, Sieur d'Iberville and a small group of 
colonists and soldiers, started a colony in 1702 several miles north of the present day site of 
Mobile on the bank of the Mobile River. Shortly after setting up the colony, Iberville went back 
to France to report to the king. He left his younger brother, Jean Baptiste Le Moyne, Sieur de 
Bienville, in charge of the new settlement. He had the colonists build a wooden fort called Fort 
Louis de la Louisiane. 
 
Unfortunately, the river tended to flood the colony. In 1711, the town was moved south and 
rebuilt where the downtown area of Mobile is today.  Life in the colony was difficult.  Ships 
bringing supplies were often late, and colonists had to make do with what they had.  They got 
most of the things that they needed from the land, the bay, and from trading with the Native 
Americans in the area.    
 
In the 1720s, the French built Fort Condé, a fort made out of bricks and stone. 
The French controlled the Mobile area from 1702 until the end of the French and Indian War 
in 1763.  France and Great Britain fought the war for control of North America.  France lost the 
war to Great Britain. In the treaty that ended the war, France lost all its land east of the 
Mississippi River.  This included Mobile.  

  
 B. Independent Reading (10 min.) 

Tell students: 
Now I want you to take a few moments to read the handout about how the city of Mobile 
began. 
 
Give students a few minutes to read the The Founding of Mobile Handout or read it to them. 

 
 C. Review and Discussion Questions (5 min.) 

Ask students: 
 Why did the French settle around Mobile Bay? 

 What items did they trade with the Native Americans? 

 How do we know what happened back in the colony at Mobile 300 years ago? 

 How do you think people who have written about history found out this information? 

 



D. Short Lecture and Discussion Questions (10 min.) 
Tell students: 
Throughout history, people have made records of events by drawing maps, making drawings, 
writing journals and letters, and creating documents.  Some official letters and documents 
from the colony at Mobile were sent to the King of France or his government officials. They 
were saved and kept in the French archives, a building where official documents are stored.  
People also passed down historical documents through families.  Some of them are kept in 
private collections, and others have been donated by the families to museums.  
 
These documents, maps, drawings and journals are called primary sources.  They tell us about 
what life was like for people in the early colony.  Using primary sources is very important to 
understanding the past because the sources are first-hand accounts and evidence of historical 
events. They were created by the people who experienced what was happening back then. 
Some examples of primary sources that we have today include letters, journals, maps, 
autobiographies, speeches, drawings, newspapers and photos.  Back in the 1700s there were 
no photographs because they had not yet been invented. 
 
We are going to look at an example of a primary source today. The History Museum of Mobile 
has the journal of a French sailor, named Bertet de la Clue, on display in its exhibit.    Le Clue 
was a young sailor aboard the ship Toulouse on a journey from Toulon, France to the colony at 
Mobile in 1720.  In the journal, he tells about the sea voyage, Dauphin Island, and the Native 
Americans who lived around the bay.  I am going to read you some paragraphs from the 
Journal of Bertet de La Clue.  
 
Read students the journal entries, show the primary source images of the journal entries on 
smart board or give them the handouts, and then ask some questions. 

 What was Dauphin Island like when Le Clue arrived there? 

 Do you think Le Clue really saw a rattlesnake that was 25 feet long? 

 What other animals lived here in 1720?   

 How is the way that we record information today, different from the way people 
recorded information in the 1700s? 

 

 E. Transition (2 min.) 
Tell students: 
Bertet de La Clue wrote his journal with a quill pen. Many letters and journals written during 
Colonial times were written with quill pens.  Quill pens were often made out of goose 
feathers, but for writing finer lines, crow feathers were used.  Today, we are going to make 
our own quill pens and write our own journal entries of what we did today.  It is important 
that you listen to the directions that I am going to give you.  I am going to demonstrate each 
step in making the quill pen.  You will do each step when I tell you to do it.   If you do not 
understand the step, please raise your hand and I will help you. 
 

F. Procedure (28 min.) 
Give students the following instructions.  Hand out copies of the directions to students. It is 
important to demonstrate the steps. 

 



1. Use scissors or your fingers to cut or peel off the bottom 3 inches of feathers leaving the 
quill bare below that point. 

2. Soak the bare end in the cup of warm water for a few minutes. 
3. Once soaked, use the scissors to cut the tip of the quill in a gentle curve.  This becomes the 

nib. 
4. Clean the nib carefully. Many feathers will have dried fat inside the tip of the quill. Scrape 

this out if you can. 
5. Use scissors or the knife to cut a small slit in the center of the nib.  This will help control the 

flow of ink. 
6. Dip the quill into the ink and blot it gently on a paper towel if it is dripping. 
7. Practice writing the alphabet on the sheets of paper by holding the quill at different angles.  

Re-dip and blot the quill as often as needed. Explain that writing with a quill pen is not a 
speedy process. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Model of Fort Louis de la Louisiane 

Iberville 

The Founding of Mobile  
The French Colonial Era: 1702-1763 
 

On orders from King Louis XIV of France, the Canadian-born explorer 
Pierre Le Moyne, Sieur d'Iberville and a small group of colonists and 
soldiers, arrived on the Gulf Coast in 1699 to start a French colony.  
He started the first colony, Fort Maurepas, near where present day 
Ocean Springs, Mississippi is located.   
 
In 1702, the French went on to start another colony along the Gulf 
Coast. They founded Mobile several miles north of the present day site of the city on a bank of the 
Mobile River.  The Mobile River connected to a river network that led deep into the southeastern 
part of the North American continent. At the time, North America was largely wilderness with 
scattered Native American towns and villages. The French wanted to trade with the Native 
Americans. The Native Americans gave the French deerskins and animal pelts in exchange for 
European items like guns, lead balls for bullets, gunpowder, clothing, glass beads, needles, buttons, 
and knives.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The French sent the deerskins and pelts to Europe where they were made into leather items like 
shoes, hats, and gloves. Mobile was the first European settlement in the state we now call 
Alabama.  
 
Shortly after founding the colony, Iberville went back to France to report to the king. He left his 
younger brother, Jean Baptiste Le Moyne, Sieur de Bienville, in charge of the new settlement.  In 
1702, under Bienville's direction, Charles Levasseur, a military engineer, designed and built Fort 



Type of house the colonists made 

Louis de la Louisiane, a wooden stockade fort that contained barracks, a chapel, and a warehouse.  
Unfortunately, the river tended to over-run its banks and often flooded Old Mobile. In 1711, the 
town was moved south and rebuilt on the site of present-day Mobile.   
 
Life in the colony was difficult.  Ships bringing supplies were often late and the colonists had to 
make do with what they had.  They got most of the things that they needed from the land, the bay, 
and from trading with the Native Americans in the area.   
 

  
The French built their houses out of the natural 
materials that they found here. The houses had 
wooden frames.  The shingles on the roof were also 
made of wood.  The walls were made of braided cane 
or sticks.  They plastered the walls with a mixture of 
crushed shells, sand, and clay.  When the plaster 
dried it was almost like concrete.    
 
 

 
 
There were not many women in the colony at first.  
In 1704 twenty-three women from French 
orphanages and convents arrived in Mobile Bay 
aboard the supply ship Pelican.  The young women 
had been sent from Paris by the French 
government so that the men in Mobile could 
marry, build homes, and have children. 
 
The French controlled the Mobile area from 1702 
until the end of the French and Indian War in 
1763.  France and Great Britain fought the war for 
control of North America.  France lost the war to 
Great Britain. France lost all its land east of the 
Mississippi River.  This included Mobile. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Map of Mobile Bay with Fort Louis marked by a red star 
and Fort Condé marked by a blue star 

 

 



Journal Entries 

 

Several of the French colonists kept journals about their travels and adventures in the New 
World.  These journals tell us what life was like for people in the colony.  Here are some entries 
from the colonists’ journals.  You can see the journal of Bertet de la Clue on display at the History 
Museum of Mobile. 
 
Journal entries from, A Voyage to Dauphin Island in 1720: The Journal of Bertet de la Clue, 
translated and edited by Francis Escoffier and Jay Higginbotham 
 
 
Le Clue writes about his arrival on Dauphin Island.   
July 16, 1720: 
   
p. 62. 
“Our captains permitted us to go ashore at all times while the vessels remained in this country.  As 
for what we did there, we took one of the prettiest houses to be found there and we could choose 
because the inhabitants of Dauphine Island had gone to establish another colony and had left their 
houses, although it would have been possible to transport them as they are made of wood.  There 
remained on Dauphine Island only one officer with about twenty soldiers and two inhabitants who 
had gardens where they had some vegetables which they sold to us at high prices.” 
 
 
Le Clue writes about the Native Americans that lived around Mobile Bay. 
July 16, 1720: 
 
p. 63      
 “They have in their woods all sorts of wild beasts which they kill in large quantities and from which 
they derive a big traffic in skins, particularly with the Company of the Indies which trades for these 
skins guns, balls, gun powder and trousers….. 
       
p. 65-66. 
“There are snakes in this country which are very large and their bite is deadly.  The savages cure it 
with an herb but if it is not on hand there is no remedy.   I saw one which was fifteen inches in 
diameter and 25 feet long. They have at the end of the tail something that sounds like small bells.  
They are called serpents a sonnette (rattlesnakes). 
  
There are many crocodiles and I have seen some while hunting.  They hide themselves in the 
rushes.  There is a large quantity of other animals such as wild cattle, bears, lynxes, foxes, beavers, 
otters, bobcats, roe deer, deer, wild turkeys, wild horses.” 
      
     

 



Making a Quill Pen Instructions 
 

1. Use scissors or your fingers to cut or peel off the bottom 3 inches of feathers.  
This way the bottom of the feather won’t get ink all over your hands. 

2. Soak the bare end in the cup of warm water. 
3. Once soaked, use the scissors to cut the tip of the quill in a gentle curve.  This 

becomes the nib. 
4. Clean the nib carefully so that you don’t split it.  Many feathers have dried fat 

inside the tip of the quill. 
5. Use scissors or the knife to cut a small slit in the center of the nib.  This will 

help control the flow of ink. 
6. Dip the quill into the ink and blot it gently on a paper towel if it is dripping ink. 
7. Practice writing the alphabet on the sheets of paper by holding the quill at 

different angles.  Re-dip and blot the quill as often as needed. Writing with a 
quill pen is not a speedy process. 

8. Then try writing your name or a short letter. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


