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“A letter is a soul, so faithful an echo of the

speaking voice that to the sensitive it is among the

richest treasures of love.”

—Honoré de Balzac



One

A Letter Arrives

Imagine, for a moment, that this morning a letter arrived.

Not an email. Not a notification. A letter — paper, ink, a stamp pressed slightly

crooked in the upper-right corner, your name handwritten on the front. The envelope

is cream-coloured. There is a small smudge near the postcode, where the ink ran

when someone pressed the pen a little too hard.

You take it from the doormat. You look at it for a moment before you open it. You

do not yet know what it says, but you know two things already: that someone,

somewhere, sat down with a pen in their hand and thought of you long enough to fill

a page, and that the page itself has travelled — through hands, through sorting offices,

through the back of a red van, through weather — to reach you.

You open it carefully. Inside there is a single sheet, folded in three. The

handwriting slopes gently to the right. There is a small drawing in the margin near

the bottom — a tiny bird, perhaps, or a leaf. The letter is not long. It does not need to

be. It says what someone wanted you to know.

And here is the thing that no one tells you: when you finish reading it, you do not

immediately reach for your phone. You sit, for a moment, holding the page. You look

out of the window. You feel something settle in you that has not settled for some time.

That is what a letter does.

This pamphlet is about why.
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Two

The Case Against the Feed

We live, all of us, inside a strange new kind of weather. It moves through us

constantly. It is made of small bright rectangles. It is made of fragments of other

people's lives, arranged by software we did not write, in an order we did not choose,

for purposes we cannot quite name.

We call it the feed, though no one decided to call it that. We scroll it on trains, in

queues, in bed. We scroll it when we are bored, and when we are anxious, and when

we are sad, and when we are pretending not to be any of those things. We scroll it for

hours we will never recover.

This is not, in itself, a moral failing. The feed is engineered, by some of the

cleverest people who have ever lived, to be exactly as compelling as it needs to be to

keep you inside it. There is no shame in being held by a thing designed to hold you.

But there is, increasingly, a quiet cost — and we are all of us starting to feel it, even if

we do not yet have words for it.

The cost is this: somewhere along the way, we stopped being able to give one

person our whole attention, and we stopped being able to receive anyone else's whole

attention either.

This is not nostalgia. It is arithmetic. The average adult now checks their phone

something like a hundred and fifty times a day. Every check is a small interruption —

of thought, of conversation, of presence. The interruption itself is brief. But the

residue is not. Each time we are pulled from one thing to another, a little of our depth

is left behind. Over months and years, the depth does not return.

And here is the deeper thing: it is not only our attention that has been thinned. It

is our sense of being known. A friend who texts you twelve times a day knows what

you had for lunch, what made you laugh on the bus, which colleague is annoying you

this week. They do not necessarily know what you fear when you cannot sleep, or

what you hope for in the long quiet years ahead, or what you would say if you had to

say one true thing about your life.

To be known — really known — requires a kind of attention that the feed cannot

give and cannot receive. It requires slowness. It requires the absence of an audience.

It requires that one person sit down and think about another person, with nothing

else competing for the space in their head, for long enough to find the right words.

That used to be ordinary. It is now almost radical.
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Three

What a Letter Actually Is

A letter is not a slow email. A letter is not a long text message. A letter is not, in any

meaningful sense, a form of communication at all — at least not as we usually mean

the word. Communication is the transfer of information. Letters do something else.

A letter is an act of attention made physical.

Consider what happens when someone writes one. They sit down — usually

somewhere quiet, usually with the day's small chaos held at bay for an hour. They put

a piece of paper in front of them. They pick up a pen. And then, for as long as the

letter takes, they think only of you.

Not of their own performance. Not of how many people are watching. Not of

which angle will get the most engagement. They think of you — what you are like,

what you have been going through, what you would want to hear, what would make

you laugh, what they have been meaning to tell you for weeks. The letter is the record

of that thinking.

A letter is an act of attention made physical.

The slowness is not a bug. The slowness is the entire point.

When you write a text message, you are mostly transcribing a thought you already

had. When you write a letter, the act of writing produces the thought. The pen is

slower than the mind, and in the gap between them — the gap where you have to wait

for your hand to catch up — something honest tends to surface. You discover what

you actually feel about something by trying to say it in ink. You cannot delete and

redraft fifteen times. You have to commit. And commitment, it turns out, is clarifying.

There is also the matter of the object itself. A letter is a thing. It has weight. It has

a particular smell — paper, sometimes a faint trace of whoever wrote it. It can be

folded and unfolded. It can be kept in a drawer for fifty years and found again by a

grandchild. No screen has ever produced this effect. No screen ever will. The page is a

witness; the page survives.

This is why, when archaeologists and historians want to know what it was actually

like to be alive in another century, they do not read the official records. They read the

letters. The letters are where people told the truth, slowly, to one other person who

was paying attention. The letters are where the life is.



And it is worth noticing: nobody has ever found a shoebox of old text messages in

their mother's attic and wept.
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Four

The People Who Never Stopped

It is tempting to think of letter writing as a thing that ended. As though there was a

moment, somewhere around 2007, when the world collectively put down the pen. But

this is not quite true. There have always been people who kept writing — and they

have, almost without exception, been the people whose inner lives we most envy.

Consider C. S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien, who lived a short walk from one

another in Oxford and yet wrote each other letters for decades. The walking distance

was not the obstacle. The letters were not a substitute for conversation. They were a

different kind of conversation entirely — one in which each man could think out loud

without interruption, and the other could read it twice, and respond when he was

ready, and the whole exchange could unfold at the pace of considered thought rather

than at the pace of speech.

Consider Vita Sackville-West and Virginia Woolf, whose correspondence ran to

hundreds of letters and contains some of the most extraordinary love writing in the

English language. They saw each other often. They lived in the same country. They

wrote anyway, because some things can only be said in letters, and they both knew it.

Consider Hannah Arendt and Karl Jaspers, the philosopher and his former

teacher, who wrote each other across decades and across continents and across the

unspeakable rupture of the Second World War, and whose letters now read as a kind

of long conversation about how to remain a thinking human being inside a century

that did not particularly want them to.

And consider, too, the letters that no one famous wrote. The letters from soldiers,

who folded a page from a notebook and wrote home from places where they were

terrified, and addressed the envelope to a woman who would read it twice and keep it

for the rest of her life. The letters from emigrants to the family they would never see

again. The letters between sisters separated by an ocean. The letters that have been

found in the linings of old coats and the drawers of bedside tables, written by people

who were not writers, who never thought of themselves as anyone whose words

mattered, and whose words turn out to matter more than almost anything else they

did.

All of these people had other things to be doing. They wrote anyway. They wrote

because they understood, without having to be told, what we have been slowly

forgetting: that the letter is not a luxury. It is the closest thing human beings have



ever invented to a way of being properly present with one another across distance and

across time.

And there is something else worth noticing about that long list. Some of these

correspondences were between near neighbours. Others ran between countries,

between continents, between strangers who had never met and would never meet.

Some were between contemporaries; many were between people separated by twenty

or thirty or fifty years of age, who would never have found each other in any other

way. A letter does not care whether you are in the next street or the next country. It

does not care whether you are eighty years old or twenty-two. It simply makes a small

steady bridge between one mind and another, on which two people can meet at the

pace they choose, for as long as they have things to say.

In an age of algorithms that mostly show us people very like ourselves, this is no

small thing. The letter is one of the last technologies that easily lets a person in

Glasgow correspond with a person in São Paulo, or a grandmother with a stranger's

son, or a retired schoolteacher with someone half her age in a country she has never

visited. There is no feed deciding what either of them should see of the other. There is

only the page, and what one chose to say on it.

And the remarkable thing is this: nothing about that has changed. The post still

runs. Paper is still cheap. Pens still work. The only thing missing is the habit.

✦ ✦ ✦



Five

What Writing Letters Does to You

There is a particular kind of stillness that descends on a person who has decided to

write a letter and has sat down to do it. You will recognise it if you have ever tried. It

is not the stillness of meditation, exactly. It is closer to the stillness of fishing, or of

drawing — a quiet, focused, slightly anticipatory state in which the rest of the world

recedes and one small task expands to fill the available space.

This state is almost extinct in modern life. We do not get many opportunities to

enter it. Letter writing is one of the last reliable ways.

And while you are inside it, several useful things happen.

The first is that you start to think clearly, often for the first time in days. The act

of having to choose one's words, in a medium where words cannot be unsaid, is a

powerful clarifier. You discover what you actually believe by trying to put it in writing

for one specific reader. You discover what you actually feel about a friend by trying to

say something true to them. The thoughts that were vague before you sat down

become firm by the time you have finished. This is not a metaphor. This is what the

writing does to the writer.

The second is that you become, briefly, a better version of yourself. It is very

difficult to be petty in a letter. It is very difficult to be performative in a letter, because

the audience is one person and they know you too well for the act to work. Letters

draw out generosity. They draw out tenderness. They draw out the slightly more

grown-up self that you suspect lives somewhere inside you and rarely gets the chance

to speak.

Part of what makes this possible is that the letter, by its form, gives you

permission. Most of us spend our days wanting slightly deeper conversations than we

are actually having, and not quite knowing how to begin one. We sense that the

people in our lives have inner weather we never ask about. We sense that we have our

own inner weather we never quite report. But there is no obvious moment in the day

to bring any of it up. Texts are too quick. Phone calls are too pressured. Dinner

conversations are interrupted, or rushed, or full of other people. The letter solves this

almost by accident. It is a form whose rules quietly require you to say more than you

would say aloud, in a register slightly more honest than your speaking voice, to one

person who has agreed in advance to read carefully. It is, in other words, the social



framework for the conversations you have been meaning to have but never quite

managed.

The third is that you remember things. The act of writing to someone almost

always involves saying — to them, but really to yourself — what has been happening,

what you have been thinking, what has mattered recently and what has not. This is a

form of accounting. People who write letters tend to know their own lives better than

people who don't, because they have been forced to articulate them.

People who write letters tend to know their own lives

better than people who don’t.

There is, finally, the matter of slowness as a discipline. We are all so harried, so

over-stimulated, so optimised. To sit down for forty minutes and do one thing — one

thing that produces no measurable output, that no one will see, that cannot be

quantified or shared or scaled — is genuinely countercultural. It is also, increasingly,

the only kind of rest that actually rests.

Writers and therapists and monks have always known this. The page is a place

where you can hear yourself think. You do not need to write to anyone famous, or to

write anything important. The point is the practice. The point is the forty minutes.

✦ ✦ ✦



Six

What Receiving Letters Does to You

There is a particular feeling — and almost everyone who has felt it remembers it

precisely — of finding a real letter in a stack of bills and supermarket flyers.

It is a small thing. It takes about half a second. But the small thing contains,

compressed inside it, an entire emotional event. Someone thought of you. Someone

thought of you for long enough to find paper and a pen, and sit down with both, and

write your name on the front of an envelope, and walk it to a postbox, and pay for a

stamp, and release it into the slow machinery of the post, knowing it would not reach

you for days, and would arrive without warning, and would find you in the middle of

whatever your life happens to be in the middle of.

No algorithm produced this. No notification triggered it. No one was nudged into

doing it by a reminder on their phone. They did it because they wanted you to know

they were thinking of you, and they wanted the thought to weigh something.

This is rarer than it used to be. Which is precisely why it now hits so hard.

Modern loneliness — the particular flavour of loneliness that more and more

people seem to be reporting, and that does not respond to the usual remedies — is not,

mostly, a loneliness of being unseen. We are all, in fact, extremely seen. We are seen

by hundreds of people a day, sometimes thousands, in the small bright rectangles we

carry around. The problem is that being seen is not the same as being known.

Being seen is being scrolled past. Being known is being thought of, slowly, by

someone who has nothing else they need to do for the next half-hour, and who is

choosing to spend that half-hour on you.

This is what a letter delivers. Not the words, exactly — the words are almost a side

effect. What the letter delivers is the evidence. The evidence that for half an hour,

somewhere, someone sat in a quiet room and thought only of you, and produced this

object, and put it in the post, and now you are holding it. That evidence does

something to a person. It settles them. It reminds them that they are real. It is, in a

quite specific sense, the cure for the particular illness of our age.

And once you have experienced it — once you have opened a real letter from

someone who actually meant it — you tend to want to send one in return. Which is, of

course, how it begins.
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Seven

The Objections

Anyone reading this will, by now, be experiencing a small chorus of objections. They

are all reasonable. They all deserve an answer.

“I don’t have time.”

A letter takes about forty minutes. Most people spend considerably more than

forty minutes a day inside applications they would describe, if pressed, as making

them feel worse. The time is not the issue. The choice is the issue. And forty minutes

once a week or once a fortnight is not, by any reasonable accounting, a significant

portion of a life. It is, however, often the most well-spent portion.

“My handwriting is terrible.”

Nobody minds. Truly. The only person who has ever cared about the legibility of

your handwriting is your year-five teacher, and they retired long ago. The person

receiving the letter will see your handwriting and feel something warm about it

precisely because it is yours, regardless of whether anyone would describe it as

elegant. Bad handwriting in a letter is like a slight regional accent in a voice — it is

part of how you sound, and the person reading is not grading you.

“I wouldn’t knowwhat to say.”

Everyone thinks this. Everyone is wrong. You know exactly what to say, because

the person you are writing to is a specific person, and you know things about them.

You know what they are going through. You know what they like. You know what they

have been worried about. You know the last conversation you had with them, and the

question you forgot to ask. Start there. The letter will write itself, which is to say: you

will write it, but it will feel that way.

“Isn’t this just nostalgia?”

It would be, if the only argument were that letters used to be common and

therefore should be common again. But that is not the argument. The argument is

that a particular kind of slow, undivided, one-to-one attention is good for the writer

and good for the reader, and that letters happen to be one of the few remaining



technologies that reliably produce it. The fact that they are old is incidental. They are

not better because they are old. They are better because they work.

“What if no one writes back?”

Someone almost always does. But this objection contains a slightly painful

misunderstanding about what letters are for. You do not write a letter as a

transaction, expecting an equal and opposite letter in return. You write it because you

wanted to. The letter is its own reward, mostly to the writer, who has spent forty

minutes in a particular kind of stillness and emerged better for it. The reply, if it

comes, is a bonus.
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Eight

How to Begin

The honest answer to “how do I begin” is: with whatever paper and whichever pen

you have nearest to you, this evening, when you have a quiet half-hour.

But there are some small things that help.

On paper. Anything will do. A notebook page, torn out. The back of a flyer. A sheet

from the printer. But if you find that the writing itself is pleasurable — and many

people do — you may want eventually to invest in some decent paper. Plain cream A5

sheets, or proper writing paper from a stationer, change the experience in a way that

is hard to describe until you have tried it. Paper that is slightly heavier than printer

paper, slightly creamier in colour, slightly textured under the pen, makes the act of

writing feel like an occasion. None of this is necessary. All of it is nice.

On pens. Use whatever writes well for you. A biro is fine. A rollerball is nicer. A

fountain pen is a small, ongoing pleasure that many people, once they have tried it,

will not give up. The pen does not have to be expensive. It only has to make you

slightly more willing to sit down with it.

On what to write. Write what you would say to the person if they were sitting

opposite you and you had their full attention and were not going to be interrupted.

Start with the small things — what you have been up to, what you have been reading,

what made you laugh this week, what is preoccupying you. Then, somewhere in the

middle, say something true. Letters are at their best when they contain at least one

sentence the writer could not quite have said aloud. They give you cover for honesty.

On who to write to. There is almost certainly someone you have been meaning to

write to for years. A grandparent, perhaps. A teacher who mattered. A friend who

moved abroad. An old colleague whose absence you have noticed. Write to them. The

letter will not be late, because letters are not really late — they arrive at the moment

they arrive, and the recipient is almost always glad. If no specific person comes to

mind, you can write to strangers; there are people, increasingly, who are doing

exactly this, and who would be glad of a letter from someone who took the trouble.



On envelopes and stamps. Keep a small stock of both in a drawer somewhere

visible. The friction of having to find an envelope on the day you have written the

letter is, in practice, the thing that prevents most letters from being sent. Solve the

friction in advance and the letters will follow.

On rhythm. Once a week is more than enough. Once a fortnight is plenty. Once a

month, kept consistently, will change something in you over the course of a year. The

point is not volume. The point is the practice.

That is everything. There is no other secret. The whole apparatus is sitting in your

house already, more or less, and the only thing required of you is forty minutes and a

postbox.
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Nine

An Invitation

If you have read this far, you may already be one of us.

There is a small but growing community of people who have decided, quietly and

without much fuss, that they would like to write letters again. They are not nostalgists.

They are not Luddites. Many of them work in technology. Many of them spend as

much time on screens as anyone else. They have simply noticed that something in

them needs the other thing too — the paper, the pen, the half-hour of stillness, the

small private exchange that no one is monetising and no one is watching.

The Postal Club is where some of these people have started to find each other.

It is, deliberately, not very much. It is a place to find people who would like to

write to you, and to whom you can write back. Some of them live in your town. Others

live on the far side of the world. Some are your age, and many are not — there are

members in their twenties writing to members in their seventies, and both ends of

those exchanges report that they are receiving something they did not know they

were missing. The club is also a place to share writing prompts, and to learn the small

craft of the letter, and to receive a daily nudge to sit down for half an hour with a page.

Addresses are exchanged privately, between two people who have decided they would

like to correspond, and the club itself never sees them.

What we are, in the end, is a quiet alternative. There is no feed inside The Postal

Club. There is no algorithm choosing what you see. There is only the slow business of

choosing some paper, writing something true, finding a stamp, and walking it to the

postbox — and, in time, the small bright moment of finding a real letter in the

morning post. That whole small ritual, beginning to end, is the point. It is not

communication that has been streamlined into efficiency. It is communication that

has been allowed, deliberately, to become an experience again.

If any of this sounds like it might suit you, you are welcome to look us up. We are

at thepostalclub.com. There is no urgency. The post will still be running tomorrow.

And whether or not you ever join us, the only thing that really matters is the

practice itself. Find someone you have been meaning to write to. Sit down this

evening with a pen. Take the forty minutes. You may find, when you have finished,

that something in you has settled that has not settled for some time.

That is what a letter does.



✦ ✦ ✦



Ten

A Closing Letter

From the desk of The Postal Club

Dear reader,

Thank you for reading this small thing. It was written slowly, over several

evenings, and intended for one person at a time — which is to say, for you, whoever

you happen to be and wherever you happen to be reading it.

We did not write this to persuade you of anything you do not already know. You

knew, before you opened the first page, that something has gone slightly wrong with

the way most of us are now spending our hours. You knew that the small bright

rectangles, useful as they are, have begun to take something from us that we did not

give them permission to take. And you knew, somewhere in you, that there are older

and quieter ways of being attentive to one another, and that they still work, and that

they are still available to anyone who wants them.

All we have done in these pages is say it out loud.

If you take one thing from this, let it be the practical one: write a letter this week.

To one person. About one or two specific things. Do not worry about whether it is

good. Do not worry about whether they will reply. Put it in the post, and then forget

about it, and go on with your life.

Something will happen in the writing. And, with luck, something will happen at

the other end.

We are glad you read this. We hope it reaches you in good time.

With our warmest regards,

The Postal Club



Appendix I

Five Prompts to Start You Off

If you would like to begin this evening but you are not sure what to write, pick one of

these. Do not overthink the choice. The point is to start.

One.
Write to someone older than you. Ask them what they were doing at the age you are

now — not what was happening in the world, but what they were privately worrying

about, hoping for, and not yet able to say.

Two.
Write to someone you have lost touch with. Do not apologise for the silence. Tell

them one good thing that has happened to you, and ask them one specific thing about

their life.

Three.
Write to your future self, ten years on. Tell them what your life looks like at this

moment — the textures, the small worries, the things you are quietly proud of. Seal

the envelope and put it somewhere you will find it again.

Four.
Write to a stranger. Anyone. Choose someone whose work or writing or kindness has

touched you, and tell them so, without expecting a reply. Some of the most quietly

important letters in the world have been of this kind.

Five.
Write to a friend about something they do not yet know is going on with you. Not a

confession — just a small honest thing. See what surfaces in you as you try to say it.



Appendix II

Further Reading

If this pamphlet has interested you, the following books may take the conversation

further. None of them are about The Postal Club. All of them are about the things The

Postal Club exists to make a small space for.

84, Charing Cross Road — Helene Hanff
The most quietly beloved book about a correspondence ever published. Twenty years

of letters between a New York reader and a London bookseller. A short, perfect

demonstration of what letters can hold.

Letters of Note — Edited by Shaun Usher
An anthology of remarkable letters across history. A book to keep on a coffee table

and open at random when the world feels small.

The Letters of Vita Sackville-West to VirginiaWoolf — Edited by
Louise DeSalvo and Mitchell Leaska
Among the most extraordinary love letters in English. Slow, intelligent, deeply

attentive — a masterclass in what a letter can be.

Stolen Focus — Johann Hari
Not a book about letters, but the best recent account of what has happened to our

attention — and therefore the best companion volume to this pamphlet.

The Letters of J. R. R. Tolkien — Edited by Humphrey Carpenter
A reminder that even the most imaginative inner lives are sustained by the steady

work of writing, slowly, to one person at a time.
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