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The Zipper

1. Are you wearing a zipper?

2. What do you do when you break your zipper?

3. Do you have clothing without zippers? How does it close?

The zipper is a wonderful invention. How did people ever live without zippers? They are very common,
so we forgot that they are wonderful. They are very strong, but they open and close very easily. They
come in many colors and sizes. In the 1890s, people in the United States wore high shoes with long row
of buttons. Women'’s clothes often had rows of buttons too. People wanted an easier way to put on and
take off clothes. Whitcomb L. Judson invented the zipper in 1893. He was an engineer in Chicago. He called
the zipper a slide fastener. However, it didn’t stay closed very well. This was embarrassing, and people
didn’t buy many of them. Then Dr. Gideon Sundback from Sweden solved this problem. A zipper has three
parts: 1. there are dozens of metal or plastic hooks (called teeth) on two rows. 2. These are fastened to



two strips of cloth. The cloth strips are flexible. They bend easily. 3. A fastener slides the other way, it
takes the hooks apart. Dr. Sundback put the hooks on the strips of cloth. The cloth holds all the hooks in
place. They don’t come apart very easily. This solved the problem of the zippers.
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The Postage Stamp Before the invention of the postage stamp, it was difficult to send a letter to another
country.

The sender paid for the letter to travel in his or her own country. Then the person in the other country
paid for that part of the trip. If a letter crossed several countries, the problem was worse. Rowland Hill, a
British teacher, had the idea of a postage stamp with glue on the back.

The British post office made the first stamps in 1840. They were the penny black and the Twopence Blue.
A person bought a stamp and put in on a letter. The post office delivered the letter. When people received
letters, they didn’t have to pay anything. The letters were prepaid.

Postage stamps became popular in Great Britain immediately. Other countries started making their own
postage stamps very quickly. There were still problems with international mail. Some countries did not
want to accept any letters with stamps from another country. Finally, in 1874, a German organized the
Universal Postal System. Each country in the UPS agreed to accept letters with prepaid postage from the
other members. Today, the offices of the UPS are in Switzerland.

Almost every country in the world is a member of this organization. It takes care of any international mail
problems. Today, post offices in every country sell beautiful stamps. Collecting stamps is one of the
popular hobbies in the world, and every stamp collector knows about the Penny Black and the Twopence
Blue.
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Pencils and Pens

No one knows who invented pencils or when it happened. A Swiss described a pencil in a book in 1565.
He said it was a piece of wood with lead inside it. (Lead is a very heavy metal.) Pencils weren’t popular,
and people continued to write with pens. They used bird feather as pens.

Then in 1795 someone started making pencils from graphite and they became very popular. Graphite is
a kind of coal. (Coal is black, and we burn it for heat and energy.) Today people make pencils in the same
way. They grind the graphite, make it into the shape of a stick, and bake it. Then they put it inside a piece
of wood. One pencil can write 50,000 English words or make a line 55 kilometers long.

People wrote with feather pens and then used pens with metal points. They had to dip the point into ink
after every few letters. Next someone invented a fountain pen that could hold ink inside it. A fountain pen
can write several pages before you have to fill it again.

Two Hungarian brothers, Ladislao and Georg Biro, invented the ballpoint pen that we all use today. They
left Hungary and started making ballpoint pens in England in 1943 during World War Il. English pilots liked



the pens. They couldn’t write with fountain pens in airplanes because the ink leaked out. Later, a French
company called Bic bought the Biro’s company.

Some people call ballpoint pens a bic. Australians call them biros. Whatever we call them, we use them
every day.
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Umbrellas

The Umbrella is a very ordinary object. It keeps the rain and the sun off people. Most umbrellas fold up,
so it is easy to carry them. However, the umbrella did not begin life as an ordinary object. It was a sign of
royalty or importance.

Some African tribes still use umbrellas in this way today. Someone carries an umbrella and walks behind
the king or important person. Umbrellas are very old. The Chinese had them in the eleventh century B.C.
From there, umbrellas traveled to India, Persia, and Egypt. In Greece and Rome, men wouldn’t use them.
They believed umbrellas were only for women.

When the Spanish explorers went to Mexico, they saw the Aztec kings using umbrellas. English explorers
saw Native American princes carrying umbrellas on the east coast of North America. It seems that people
in different parts of the world invented umbrellas at different times. England was probably the first
country in Europe where ordinary people used umbrellas against the rain. England has a rainy climate,
and umbrellas are very useful there.

Everybody uses umbrellas today. The next time you carry one, remember that for centuries only great
men and women used them. Perhaps you are really a king or queen, a princess or prince.



