
The Friendship Letters 

By Becca Saffier 

Exhibit A: Introduction 

 We would like to begin by 

calling attention to the purple 

writing on the back of the letter 

which, due to the recipient’s poor 

choice in writing utensils at that 

time, bled through the paper. The 

purple writing reads: “First letter” 

and was, in fact, an addition made 

by the recipient (whom we shall 

call B) to remember which letter 

her pen pal sent her first. From 

this, one can assume that B was, 

and perhaps still is, a sentimental 

being who had from an early age 

set out to document and catalogue 

her memories. The purple 

handwriting places her around nine 

or ten years old, though at the time 

she received this letter, she would 

have been seven. The sender, who 

shall be referred to as R, would 

have been nine.  

 B would fail to notice the 

specificity of the information R 

chose to tell her. She would note 

that R had forgotten about her 

since the time they had met last 

summer but would recognize that 

R seemed pleased to remember 

her. However, since theirs was a relationship founded on written communication, she would not draw 

the connection between herself and R both lacking friends. After all, if B is all the way over here, in 

Overland Park, and R is all the way over there, in St. Peters, how could she be of any help in that 

regard? Her only option at the moment would be to reply to the letter. 

 R chose to end the letter after that, leaving an unstated, open-ended question for B to answer: are 

you going to be my friend? This is reaffirmed by her signature and post-script. From context we can 

assume the year to be 2004, and from other examples we know that the post-script request to “write 

back” or “write back soon” was used frequently on both sides of the correspondence. After 2007 or so, 

both parties would drop the habit, as their consistency gave way to mutual trust. There are hundreds of 

samples between 2004 and 2016. We’ve selected some from various years that exhibit different phases 

of the correspondence. Early on we see the inclusion of drawings to enhance the letter’s content; 

drawing quality and specificity will arc until around 2012, when both parties reach high school age. 

Letter length and specificity will also arc until around 2014, when they begin to transition to blank 

greeting cards. As far as we know, the correspondence is still in effect, though its frequency has 

diminished substantially. Both parties have granted us permission to use these samples in our study. 

A 



Exhibits B and C: Early Illustrations 

 We believe that the two samples on the left are consecutive 

letters, judging by the question asked in B’s post-script-

script(?), which R answers with appropriate embellishment. 

Though our inquiry failed to uncover why in the world both 

of their schools would prolong the schoolyear into June, it is 

safe to conjecture that snow days had been the culprit.  

 These early illustrations indicate both parties’ intention to 

establish a friendship dynamic. B appears to have gone a bit 

overboard in this regard by including two drawings of the two 

of them, and even made sure to label who was who for easy 

identification. She recreates tangible symbols of friendship by 

drawing the American flag pin (a gift from R) and the 

friendship necklace (a gift from B) to signal to R that the 

objects carry significance. The signpost in the middle of the 

page reads, “Meramec Park,” the state park outside of St. 

Louis where they first encountered one another. The 

illustrations echo the contents of the letter (to a tee, as a 

matter of fact), but this redundancy is expected, and 

necessary, in the letters of a seven-year-old.  

 Meanwhile, R’s illustrations are a little more sophisticated 

in that they enhance, rather than echo, the contents of the 

letter. After talking about her upcoming vacation to North 

Carolina and the prospect of going water skiing, she does not 

draw herself on a water ski but, rather, her cat. The caption 

reads, “Cowabunga I guess” and had, as most of her 

drawings would, the intended effect of humor. B would come 

to revere R for her superior wit and drawing skills, both of 

which were hereditary, and the water-skiing cat would be B’s 

first clue that R was gifted in those respects.  

 Below the water-skiing cat is, of course, a confirmation of 

B’s previous drawings of the two of them together, also 

labelled for easy identification. Beside that is the infamous 

acronym for lifelong friendship. At their ages, “BFF” may be 

thrown around haphazardly or with all due conviction, 

depending on the conditions of the friendship. In most cases, 

time and age will dissolve a “BFF” declaration, but it is 

interesting to note that where one may expect a letter-based 

friendship to dissolve quickly, the lack of face-to-face interaction actually requires both parties to be 

more direct and comprehensive in their communication. The letter-writing form is unique in that one 

must take the time to sit and ponder over what she will say and how she will phrase it, therefore each 

party has more control over the sorts of language the other receives. The letter is, in a sense, a revised 

version of a conversation, but at the same time, it allows more time for reflection and consideration, 

thereby bypassing most cases of saying the wrong thing or speaking on impulse.  

 Of course, for children, the concern is not so much what to say, but how to spell it. However, we 

noticed that both parties had a fairly strong grasp of the English language even at a young age, which is 

what made the letter-writing medium such an effective one in their case.  
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Exhibits D and E: Comics  

 These samples date around 

2006, and though they are not 

consecutive, they share some peculiar 

similarities. By this time, the comfort 

level between the parties had 

progressed past the initial friendship-

building stages of gift exchange and 

“BFF” declaration into open, playful 

banter. You’ll also notice that by this 

time, the “write back soon” addendum 

had been dropped. Within two years, 

both parties have become confident 

enough in each other’s camaraderie to 

expect, rather than to request, a reply. 

The drawings become more 

sophisticated and expressive. It’s clear 

enough that both of them have picked 

up on the other’s sense of humor 

enough to poke fun and make fun.  

In Exhibit D, we see a 

creative portrayal of an imaginary 

revenge tape. Though we are unsure 

as to what exactly prompted R to seek 

revenge, we know from other 

samples that these “revenge 

drawings” spanned several letters 

between the two of them and stayed 

good-humored enough to prevent 

misinterpretation. Given the right sort 

of drawing techniques, namely, 

cartoon-style ludicrousness, it’s not 

all that difficult to determine the 

intention. 

 It is interesting to note that whereas R’s drawing appears to 

be seeking justice, B’s drawing invites competition. Observe the 

context of Exhibit E. Even though the frequency of one’s taco consumption is trivial at best, she still 

uses it as a vehicle of comparison. B is competitive in nature, if not with herself, then with others. It 

manifests itself in her humor, but it is meant as play, not insult. Her drawing of herself eating a taco 

while R looks on, enraged, is an ironic depiction of the truth: in real life, she would never taunt her 

friend with a taco, but because she is removed from her friend and knows their lives, schools, eating 

habits exist on separate planes than seldom ever intersect, she can only relate through comparison, and 

she can only interact through imagination.  

 It is also worth noting that even though B claims her school hosts Taco Tuesday every other 

week, she seldom ever ate school lunch. Irony abounds. 

 On an unrelated note, the fact that both samples were written on notepads boasting 

advertisements is an interesting one. Though they wrote a majority of their letters on lined loose-leaf 

paper, they would also settle for whatever else they could find when loose-leaf was scarce. At least they 

were committed to the program. 
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Exhibits F, G and H: High School 

 There were 

dozens of samples 

to choose from 

between 2009 and 

2011, but we 

selected these 

three first-page 

samples from the 

beginning, middle, 

and end of the 

interval in order to 

show the time 

lapse. By 2011, 

the two of them 

visited each other 

on a bi-yearly 

basis at least, 

usually in the 

summer, and 

usually at R’s house. They were what one may say 

colloquially, “soft-core anime nerds”; in terms of averages, their interests were rather odd for pre-teen 

girls: the X-Men franchise and Nickelodeon’s Avatar: the Last Airbender top the list. X-Men we can’t 

make sense of, but it seems to have originated from B and founded on her interest in writing stories 

within the superhero, sci-fi genre. Characters from both spheres made frequent appearances in their 

letters during this time period, often interacting with self-based characters of B and R’s own design. This 

is colloquially known as “fanart.” For the sake of both parties’ dignity, the samples here contain minimal 

character references, but if you will note Exhibit G in the lower left-hand corner, you can see that it was 

a sort of bonding mechanism, like any other shared interest would be. 

 The interesting thing about fanart exchanged only through letters is the means of self-expression 

it provides. Note that Exhibit F marks the beginning of R’s high school year, while Exhibit H marks the 

beginning of B’s. Now in adolescence, they have moved past the tomfoolery of their youth into a new 

phase wherein they seek acceptance from their peers. The 

middle school to high school transition period is perhaps 

turbulent at best, fraught with awkward self-discovery and 

unrelenting self-consciousness. It can be difficult for an 

individual to find a space wherein she can be herself, and for 

B and R, middle school and high school did not offer such a 

space, not without conforming in some way or another to a 

predetermined standard. The letters (and the drawings), as 

much as they may seem embarrassing in retrospect, were at 

the time a primary medium of self-expression. Since their 

friendship was so well-established and honest, they could 

share interests without fear of judgment or labels. In 

colloquial terms, they were “free to be nerds.” They were 

also free to be creative and explore aspects of their humor. 

After all, most of their fanart exploited the humorous 

qualities of their favorite characters, which is more than can 

be said for the average piece of fanart.  
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Exhibits I, J, and K: Miscellaneous Drawings and Their Significance 

 The sample on the 

left is the last page of a 

letter wherein the 

drawings serve to 

enhance what was said, a 

common occurrence 

throughout the letters, as 

there is rarely a single 

one that does not contain 

some illustration. 

However, 

throughout the same time 

period as above (2009-

2011) and beyond to ca. 

2013, drawings were not 

just embellishments: they 

were letters of their own. 

An entire page, usually 

the back of the last page of the letter, would be dedicated to drawings alone, and would often be titled 

some variation of “Doodle Page.” These pages were not just opportunities for what may be called 

artistic self-expression, but also often carried on a conversation of their own that existed outside the 

contents of the letter, not unlike the “revenge drawings” of 2006. Drawings often existed in a series, 

usually building on some joke or narrative pattern from the previous letter.  

For example, observe the mermaids in Exhibit J: caricatures of B and R, because after all, what 

girl doesn’t dream of being a mermaid? This was one in a series, and judging by their disgruntled 

expressions and accusatory speech bubble, B had not responded to the last drawing in the series. Of 

course, the inclusion of the disgruntled mermaids is ironic; R was too mature to have been legitimately 

upset that B hadn’t drawn them. But this sort of well-meaning irony had already been established as 

humorous when they were younger. The steady stream of humor that had made itself known in both 

parties’ letters would always find the path of least resistance and take 

it; it was a continual call-and-response, “now your turn” sort of joke-

telling. Other samples around this time period show that whereas R’s 

sense of humor develops fluidly along with her personality, B’s sense 

of humor progresses along rocky terrain as she navigates between 

trying to be funny on her own terms and trying to be funny like R. 

Meanwhile, R would struggle with her naturally curly hair, 

and B would struggle with her weight, both of which were remedied 

through drawings. This was never spoken of directly, though the top 

left example demonstrates R’s ability to call attention to herself in a 

humorous way. B would continue to draw herself skinny. R would 

progressively cut her hair shorter. At least one of them was practical.  

 

Exhibits L and M: Enter the Boys 

These two samples are from 2015 and 2016, respectively, and in pairing them together, we 

intend to examine the before and after effects of what is often a paradigm shift in any lasting friendship: 

romantic interests. We know from past letters that both parties followed a very similar dating trajectory: 

only one boyfriend during high school that lasted about a year. Oddly enough, perhaps too 
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coincidentally, both parties began dating their current boyfriends in 

the winter of 2014-2015. R’s was a childhood friend, while B’s was 

a boy to whom she had been introduced by none other than R 

herself. 

From then on, we saw a significant decline in letters, which 

had already been on the decline since 2013 when R graduated high 

school and entered college. In 2015, B would graduate high school 

and enter college as well, while R would graduate with her 

associate’s and enter the work force. Both girls were now on 

separate trajectories, with jobs, school, and boyfriends. In two short 

years, both their lives had transitioned into variations of early 

adulthood. Cordiality replaced most playful banter, and doodles 

moved into the margins.  

However, we find that this is natural in any friendship, but 

that considering their unorthodox circumstances, the separation 

manifested itself differently. Since their friendship had always been, 

in a literal sense, distant, the most pervasive feelings of drifting 

away were altogether absent. They had never spent much time 

together in the first place; the only thing their new lives had truly 

prevented was visits on holidays, since the next two years would be 

dedicated to school, work, and the ever-distracting boyfriends. 

Instead, they become hyperaware of their friendship, as B’s novelty 

drawing in Exhibit L shows. They also call attention to how busy 

their lives have become, and since it happened to both of them 

around the same time, there is a mutual empathy. Both parties 

appear aware that the correspondence can never be what it is was in 

the past, but the fascinating thing about a friendship composed of 

letters and drawings is its tangibility: it’s quite literally in writing.  

 

 

Final Thoughts 

 Even back when our subjects 

began their correspondence, circa 

2004, technology had already 

revolutionized communication 

almost to the point of making the 

letter obsolete. Letter-writing, 

then, is more or less a novelty 

these days, even for children (but 

perhaps less so for a child in 2004)—but written communication is still very much relevant. Even digital 

forms like emailing and text messaging can still be considered a form of documentation, but what sets 

letter-writing apart in that regard is the individuality of the act, which is perhaps why it is viewed in such 

a romantic or nostalgic light.  
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 What began for the subjects in question as the most reasonable way to communicate across a 

long distance became a channel that belonged only to them, like a secret language. In a sense, it was a 

language of their own, especially as far as the drawings were concerned—illustrations in themselves 

being their own language, and a language that often requires cultural context to understand.  

 Presently, both subjects have for the most part given in to the call of the technological age and 

communicate primarily through text and phone call, with the occasional letter for nostalgia’s sake. 

Despite the decline in frequency, neither of them would deny that each still considers the other “BFFs.” 

They no long throw imaginary eggs at each other or taunt each other with pencil-sketch tacos, though 

they would probably agree that if one had tacos and didn’t offer some to her, eggs would likely fly. 

Paper ones, of course.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


