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MARKET
Grab-and-Go Dishes

Artisan Grocery Goods
Specialty Wines & Cheeses
South Union Bakery Breads

Organic, Gluten-free,  
Dairy-free & Vegan Items

CAFÉ
Chef-Crafted Cuisine
Sandwiches & Soups
Fresh Salads & Bowls
Dine-In & Carryout
Serving Breakfast,  

Lunch & Dinner

The World’s Finest Specialty Foods  
and Grocery Products for Your Table.

503 Main Street, Pella

MainStreetMarkt.com

from the Liberty Street Kitchen team.

GRILLED SPECIALTIES
Grilled-to-order hot dogs and hamburgers, 
sides and more for purchase on our patio.
11 a.m. - 2 p.m. (weather permitting)

Sizzlin’ Saturdays

BEVERAGE SPECIALS

FREE SAMPLES
Enjoy featured products from  
across the market, all day long.

Join us every Saturday this summer for  
special seasonal features and events! 

about 18 boxes. This would 
take some time. Bartholmey 
was nervous. Not only was 
the count going slower than 
he thought it would, the two 
officers had differing counts. 
But not by much. The stress 
would lift ever so slightly the 
more community members 
showed up.

“I love bringing the com-
munity together and bringing 
in all of these people from all 
these different slices of my life 
together,” Bartholmey said. “I 
love having an event like this 
and just having something 
like this for Colfax and get a 
positive word out there for 
us.”

Pencil collecting started as 
early as first grade. Barthol-
mey remembered his teach-
er gave him and his students 
three or four Christmas-de-
signed pencils for the holiday 
season. From there, Barthol-
mey’s collection would steadi-
ly grow over the next three de-
cades, though it really started 
to pick up after college.

Bartholmey graduated 
with a teaching degree from 
Wartburg College in Waverly, 
Iowa, about 107 miles from 
his hometown in Albert Lea, 
Minn. After working two 
years at a school district in 
the southwest corner of Iowa, 
he made his way to Colfax to 
teach middle school math for 
the next 10 years.

For the past year-and-a-
half, Bartholmey has been 
working for the Iowa Depart-
ment of Transportation at the 
driver’s license station in An-
keny. Off the clock, Barthol-
mey looks for any chance to 
add to his collection, which 
he painstakingly organized 

during the pandemic.
Tens of thousands of adver-

tising pencils are neatly tucked 
away in containers. Many are 
labeled and sorted alphabeti-
cally by the states the pencils 
came from. When it comes to 
Iowa and Minnesota pencils, 
they are divided even further 
by the cities they came from. 
This is the result of years of 
dedicated collecting.

Upon his graduation from 
Wartburg, Bartholmey found 
more free time to expand his 
collection by going to flea 
markets and traveling the 
state. Searching through flea 
markets and thrift stores was 
a hobby he was well accus-
tomed to, in part because it 
was something he and his 
grandfather would regularly 
do.

“It was a magical time,” he 
said. “I’ve always loved old 
stuff, especially once I had 
something to collect. All the 
older dealers enjoyed seeing 
a kid run around, and they 
wanted to teach you every-
thing they could. It was at one 
of those flea markets early on 
that somebody told me about 
a pencil collector’s club.”

It would be several years 
later before Bartholmey 
joined the American Pencil 
Collectors Society, some of 
whom were present during 
the count at the Colfax mu-
seum. The nonprofit hobby 
group of about 130 members 
traces its roots back to the 
1950s. Bartholmey now serves 
as the group’s secretary and 
treasurer.

“We have members from all 
across the country and a few 
international members. Every 
other year we have a conven-
tion. We have a newsletter 
that comes out every other 
month,” he said. “Everybody’s 
got their own niche. Some do 

the bullet pencils or the me-
chanical pencils. You just kind 
of find your own little area.”

Bill Bean, of Rochester, 
Minn., is a longtime member 
of the American Pencil Col-
lectors Society, and he has 
even served as board presi-
dent at one point. At the count 
in Colfax, he would unbundle 
all of the pencils in their boxes 
before presenting them to the 
two counters.

“This is a very good col-
lection,” Bean said while un-
fastening the paper strips 
holding the pencils together. 
“I think it’s even bigger than 
mine. Of course I’ve never 
counted mine, which I think 
is around 45,000. I was sur-
prised to learn the record was 
24,000. I could have beat that. 
But I don’t want to go to all 
this work.”

As far as Bean knows, Bar-
tholmey is but a handful of 

the younger collectors in the 
group. Pencil collecting may 
be more of an older genera-
tion’s game, but Bean again 
emphasized that Bartholmey’s 
collection far exceeds his own. 
As different as their collec-
tions may be, they both enjoy 
“the hunt” the most.

Bartholmey loves the ca-
maraderie and life-long con-
nections by being a part of the 
American Pencil Collectors 
Society. Conventions, he said, 
feel like family reunions. For 
many members of the group, 
the Colfax count was the first 
time they had ever seen Bar-
tholmey’s collection in full. 
He was thrilled to see their 
reactions.

“It’s fun to see the other 
big collectors who have their 
own massive collections dig 
through the stuff and go, ‘Oh 
this is cool!’ or ‘I don’t have 
one of these!’”

His collection has nev-
er been a secret, and it was 
never meant to be either. As 
a seventh- and eighth-grade 
math teacher at Colfax-Min-
go Community School Dis-
trict, he frequently shared his 
collection with students. The 
novelty pencils in his collec-
tion were clear favorites.

“It was something they 
were all well-aware of,” he 
said. “I’d bring them in and 
show them off. They all knew 
that I was the pencil collector.”

Bartholmey’s wife, Allison, 
knew of the pencil collection 
almost immediately. They 
have been married for four 
years, but they first met in 
college around 2008. His wife 
was originally from Oskaloo-
sa, and around that same time 
the city was hosting a pen-
cil convention. Bartholmey      
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Bill Bean, a member of the American Pencil Collectors Society, unwraps a bundle of pencils that needed 
to be counted during Aaron Bartholmey’s Guinness World Record attempt for largest pencil collection.


