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BY TOM PURCELL

I can’t recall the last time I wrote or received a hand-
written letter — but it’s time to send such letters again.

The reasons why the handwritten letter died are ob-
vious: e-mail, text messaging and cellphones. With 
how quick those innovations make whipping off a note, 
why would anybody take an hour to hand-write one?

But how much better off 
might we be if we started send-
ing such letters again?

I’ve kept every handwritten 
letter I ever got, in boxes in my 

attic. One Saturday in 2000, when I was moving from 
Pittsburgh to Washington, D.C., organizing and storing 
stuff soured my mood. Until I stumbled upon a hand-
written letter I’d received in 1985.

It was from a fellow I’d gone to Penn State with, 
who’d become an editor in Bangor, Maine. As I read it, 
it took me back 15 years — to exactly who I was at age 
24. I laughed out loud reading it.

The handwritten letter is personal and deeply satis-
fying in ways electronic communication can’t be. E-
mail, no matter how well crafted, just isn’t memorable.

Consider a letter my grandfather handwrote in 1928.
With great eloquence, he consoled his best friend’s 

wife on the loss of her mother. He wrote that letter 
when he was 25. My grandfather died when my father 

was only 3. That letter is among the most cherished 
items I have from a grandfather I never got to meet.

Now, during the coronavirus pandemic, the hand-
written letter has begun a comeback. Miss Manners 
and others encourage writing to thank the many people 
battling the virus on the front lines. They also suggest 
writing to elderly nursing-home residents and others 
who’ve been isolated and shut in for months because 
simple kindness and compassion can benefit both writ-
er and recipient in these unusual times.

Could the handwritten letter help us address deeper 
challenges, too? Instead of posting strident snark on so-
cial media, why not take time to think things through 
and explain your viewpoint to a movement leader, a 
mayor or anyone else unaccustomed to receiving 
thoughtful, heartfelt letters?

I’ll bet writing by hand would help letters’ senders 
and recipients alike begin to realize they have more in 
common than not — that our communities are not as 
divided as we may think. We won’t know until we try. 
So, pick up a pen and write some “thank you” cards to 
people who’ve sacrificed for all of us during the pan-
demic. Then write some memorable, uplifting letters to 
folks who’ve suffered in isolation for months.

That’s a good start, anyhow.
Copyright 2020 Tom Purcell. Purcell is a Pittsburgh 

Tribune-Review humor columnist nationally syndicat-
ed exclusively by Cagle Cartoons Inc. 
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OPINION Phrase of the week
That went south fast: Meaning to fail or decline,its exact ori-

gin is unknown but it became popularized in the 1920s, espe-
cially among newspapers’ business writers who often used it, or 
a variation (“go south”) to describe the fall in price of a stock or 
commodity. Common belief attributes its usage to the standard 
orientation of maps, where south is the downward direction.

Lyric of the week
I’m starting with the 

man in the mirror
I’m asking him to 

change his ways
And no message could 

have been any clearer

If you wanna make the 
world a better place

Take a look at yourself 
and then make a change

Glen Ballard/ 
Siedah Garrett

Man in the Mirror (1987)

BY ROBERT BERCZUK

I never thought I’d have to do this.
I’m old school and truly believe a newspaper has 

a four-pronged responsibility to the communities it 
serves: to inform, educate, protect and entertain.

It’s never about us — nor should it be. It’s about the 
people and places in those communities.

Their experiences.
Their lives.
Their stories.
Well, that’s all changed. 
I have been blessed beyond any possible expecta-

tions I had when I purchased The Jamestown Press 41/2 
years ago. This community’s support and connection 
to this paper is something I hadn’t seen in a long time 
in a well-traveled and myriad journalism career span-
ning 30 years and 10 stops along the way. 

That support and generosity expands to all aspects 
of life here on the island. I’ve never lived anywhere 
with such a strong sense of community spirit, involve-
ment and genuine concern. For me, being a part of this 
town — and all it has to offer, especially some of the 
people with whom I’ve developed close bonds — is 
one of the best things that has ever happened to me.

It’s a unique, special bond that makes it a joy to 
come here every day. That feeling is magnified by the 
hard-working, dedicated (and mostly local) staff here 
at the paper. This community — and I — are fortunate 

to have them.
The coronavirus has impacted all of us in many 

ways — from topsy-turvy schedules to reduced or 
lost jobs to businesses being closed for months to now 
dealing with the uncertainty of how we move forward.

I understand my fellow business owners are hurt-
ing, and I’m extraordinarily grateful to those who have 
been able to maintain their advertising with us. That 
sole source of revenue is what allows us to mail a free 
copy of the paper to you every week. Unfortunately, 
it’s no longer enough.

So, I’m turning to you — our faithful readers.
The New England Newspaper & Press Association 

has established a 501(c)3 to help its members raise 
money through tax-deductible donations. Through the 
end of 2020, we are participating in this effort with a 
goal of raising at least $50,000 to help us be able to 
maintain The Jamestown Press in its current form.

More information on how to participate in this vol-
untary subscription drive can be found on the facing 
page.

Since we all are in this together, for every $100 do-
nated to this fundraiser, we will provide a $20 cham-
ber check to the contributor for their use so other busi-
nesses in town also can benefit from this effort. The 
more we all can do for one another, the easier it will 
be for all of us to alleviate the uncertainty of how we 
move forward together.

Berczuk is the owner of The Jamestown Press.

Amid pandemic, taking pen in hand


