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Letters from the heart
They needn’t be profound, funny or incisive – in fact, the minutiae of life will often do just fine  
– but words penned on paper and sent to a friend or relative can be life-affirming and enduring

From Harry Potter’s acceptance letter to the Hogwarts School 
of Witchcraft and Wizardry, to Celie’s implored missive to God 
as she lays bare her harsh life in Alice Walker’s The Color Purple, 
sentiments sent via old-fashioned snail mail are the emotional 
cruxes of many literary lives. The same often applies in real life. 
How many of us have one or two life-defining letters squirrelled 
away? It might be one of acceptance to university – the fancy, 
formal sentences a facade to the torrent of feelings they once 
provoked – or a love letter written by a beau long-forgotten 
but whose prose refuses to be discarded. These letters speak 
volumes of who you were and how far you’ve come. 

In a world where an ever-increasing proportion of life and 
memory exists only on screens and in WhatsApp archives, 
sending a letter in the post feels more meaningful than ever. 
But if this is the case, why aren’t they more popular? Some 
evidence suggests it might be connected to apprehension about 
how the letter will be received. In a 2018 study by the University 
of Texas, more than 100 participants were asked to pen a letter 
of gratitude to someone who’d done something nice for them 
and to anticipate the recipient’s reaction. When it came to 
the latter, the correspondents tended to underestimate how 
surprised and positive the recipient would be and overestimate 
how awkward they might feel. 

Another key factor lies in the array of quicker, more direct 
and digitally exciting ways to communicate – memes, GIFs  
and voice memos leave little room for a missive that might take 
several days to arrive in someone’s postbox. No wonder letters 
on real paper no longer get much of a look-in. And yet they 
remain for many a more satisfying, sincere way to nurture  
long-distance relationships than a text or phone call – and that 
goes for the writer and the addressee.

I’ve been scrawling letters since I was a child. I used to tuck 
notes under my mum’s pillow just before bedtime to tell her 
something I was too afraid to say aloud. They helped me to 
articulate my feelings and even coax into words emotions that  
I didn’t yet understand or realise were there.

My handwritten notes have also enabled me to keep in touch 
with loved ones whose life choices have put a geographical, 
but not emotional, distance between us. When my sister left 
home for university, we corresponded throughout her first year, 
exchanging what was often mundane news – the minutiae of 

the everyday. It helped me to feel part of her new life while at 
the same time enabling her to remain attached to her old one. 
It also removed the pressure of needing to check in with each 
other with a guilt-induced ‘how-are-you?’ call if we’d left it a bit 
too long to speak on the phone. Our connection continued like 
Newton’s Cradle and we would pick up where the other left off, 
spurred on by each other’s energy and maintaining momentum. 
Sometimes weeks passed between letters, but we always felt  
up-to-date and in-the-know – a chosen confidante. We’ve lived 
together for a couple of years since then, though sadly now have 
both moved out. Then last year for my birthday, she bought me 
a personalised letter-writing set and, as she’s just had her first 
child, I’m putting it to good use.

The intimacy of handwritten correspondence is increased 
precisely because it isn’t commonplace and doesn’t bury its 
personality in fonts, profile pictures and emojis. There’s also 
the honesty of being faced with a blank page and the knowledge 
that it might take hours, days or even a week to write even one 
sheet of A5. This offers so many opportunities for imagined 
sentences and possible sentiments that can be sparked during 
quiet moments in the park, while commuting to work or 
walking to the shops – and that’s before pen touches paper. 

The recipient, too, is likely to take longer mulling over its 
contents, looking at the loops, crosses and joins of the writing, 
smiling (or not) at the sentiment. It has significance, it’s 
tactile and enduring. It couldn’t be further removed from a 
text message, which has a response time of 90 seconds and is 
soon forgotten – usurped by a news notification, email alert or 
appointment reminder – and probably never looked at again. It 
won’t be stored in an old shoebox and read many years later, a 
tangible and poignant reminder of what was going on in your 
life at a particular time, the concerns that kept you awake, 
the music you were listening to. It won’t allow you to tap into 
the voices of people you may have lost, to see once more their 
handwriting and touch the paper that was once in their hands.

Letters do take more time, but like most of life’s finest gifts, 
they mature. The longer you wait and more time and thought 
you put into them, the more meaningful and enduring the 
exchange – for both reader and writer.

Inspired? Turn over for tips on how to get started
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GET WRITING
Find time. The beauty of letter-writing is also its Achilles heel as, unlike 
texting, you can’t always do it on the go (though a long train journey can 
be ideal). Although you need to find yourself a slice of time and space to 
sit down and put pen to paper, don’t put it off for that reason. Filling an  
A5 page, when you know what to say, takes about 10 minutes.

Don’t draft it. It might sound counter-intuitive but, depending on the 
reason for the letter, a draft isn’t necessary if it’s the beginning of casual 
correspondence. Overthinking can get in the way of what you really mean.

Paint a picture. If you don’t know where to start, begin right where you 
are now. Describe what you can see around you, what you can hear and 
any jobs or tasks you’ve just completed. A friend or relative will appreciate 
this snapshot of your life and it’s an easy way to get the ink flowing.

Make it a surprise. A humble first-class stamped envelope can hold more 
than a letter. Add a motivating postcard, childhood photo or recipe to 
make it even more worth the wait.
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