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Introduction

Letter-writing is not as important as it once was. Many of the functions fulfilled by letters in times past are now handled by telephone calls, emails or even text messages. Nevertheless, in some situations and for some purposes only a letter will do.

Many people, however, have little experience of letter-writing nowadays, and faced with the need to write, say, wedding invitations, a job application or perhaps a complaint about faulty goods, they are not sure how to set about it – what to write, how to express it, and how to set out the letter on the page. And, of course, there are the letters that everyone finds difficult, such as expressions of condolence. Don’t you so often wish there was someone you could turn to for help in finding the right words to say?

Whatever the situation you find yourself in, whatever the letter you need to write, you will find the answers to your questions in this book. Nothing is taken for granted. Perfect Letters and Emails starts with the basics of how to set out a letter and address an envelope, and then moves on to general advice on how to draft, write and check your letter, before taking you chapter by chapter through the various types of letter you may have to write. Along with many specimen letters that you can adapt to suit your own situation and requirements (and your own style and personality), there are discussions of do’s and don’ts, of what to say and what not to, so that you can confidently create the letters you need.

As the title suggests, this book deals not only with letters but also with emails – discussing, for example, when you might send an email instead of a letter and when it would not be appropriate to do so, and how emails differ from letters in form and style. In addition, in the chapter on business letters we will have a few words to say about office memos, and in the chapter on employment-related letters we will cover not only the letters or emails you might need to write but also the preparation of your curriculum vitae.

If you are writing to a member of the government, the nobility or the clergy, it is important to address them correctly both in your letter and on the envelope. For that reason, you will find at the end of this book a Quick Reference guide to correct forms of address.

And finally, since no letter or email can be perfect if it contains spelling mistakes, bad grammar or poor punctuation, you should study carefully the ‘Watch your language!’ section on pages 184 to 202, where the worst and most frequent errors are pointed out and corrected.

If you find letter-writing a chore, this book will certainly make writing letters easier for you. But perhaps more importantly, it will also ensure that your letters are pleasing to read and communicate effectively what you want to say, and are therefore likely to achieve the results you are hoping for.

I would like to thank Sophie Lazar and Gemma Wain for their assistance and advice during the preparation of this book.

NOTE: All names and addresses in the letters and emails are invented, and any resemblance to actual people, companies or addresses is entirely coincidental.




1   Letter structure and layout

A perfect letter must be properly laid out, pleasing to look at and easy to read. There are a number of conventions concerning structure and layout, especially important in formal or business letters, which this chapter will explain and illustrate.

There are two main types of letter layout you need to be familiar with:

• the indented layout, and

• the blocked layout.

Indented letter layout

Here is an example of an informal handwritten letter set out in an indented layout:

                                                                     47 Ashby Gardens,
                                                                            Woltonborough,
                                                                                   CT27 4XQ

                                                                     27/10/10

Dear Mary,

I’ve been meaning to write to you for absolutely ages, so now the children are in bed (Jim is out at the gym as usual on a Wednesday night), I am going to sit down and bring you up to date with all our news.

I don’t remember if I told you that I was thinking of going back to work now that Jamie and Susie are both at school. Well, I’m back at the bank again! Only for three days a week, though. I think that’s enough at the moment, and I wouldn’t want to give up my Thursday afternoon badminton! It’s the only real exercise I get these days.

Do you remember Anna Murray? I met her by chance the other day in the supermarket …

[This letter would be too long to print in full. So let’s move on to the end.]

 

Well, that’s all my news for now. Do write soon and let me know how you and Adam are getting on. No sign of a baby yet? Or are you still too busy to think of starting a family?

 

                    Love,
                                  Joanne

The address

In an indented letter layout, you put your address in the top right-hand corner of the page, beginning anywhere to the right of the midpoint of the page. (Exactly where you start your address line will depend on the length of your address: obviously ‘20 Ash Lane’ could start further to the right than ‘20 Cambridge Racecourse Crescent’.)

How much of your address you choose to put in depends on how well the person you are writing to knows you. For close friends and relatives who know your address perfectly well, it is unnecessary to write it out in full. A shorter version, such as

                                                                        47 Ashby Gardens,
                                                                              Woltonborough

or even just one or other of these lines, would be enough. But in letters to people you are less well acquainted with, write out your full address.

Each line of the address starts slightly to the right of the beginning of the line above. If your house has a name, it may stand as the first line of the address:

                                                                              Ash Cottage,
                                                                                  47 Ashby Gardens,
                                                                                        Woltonborough

Give the house number even if giving the house name.

Punctuation

There is no punctuation at the end of the last line of the address. Many people prefer to put commas at the end of the other lines, especially in handwritten letters, but they are not essential. There is no need for a comma between the house number and the street name.

Telephone number, etc

Other information, such as your telephone number and/or your email address, can be put below your address (aligned with the first line) or in the top left-hand corner of your letter, depending on what looks best on the size of paper you are using:

                                                              47 Ashby Gardens,
                                                                    Woltonborough
                                                              Tel: 01234 897654
                                                              Email: jojim47@anisp.co.uk

or

Tel: 01234 897654                                          47 Ashby Gardens,
Email: jojim47@anisp.co.uk                                Woltonborough

Do not cram your address and other information into the top corner or corners of the page; your letter will look better if you leave some space as a top margin. And if you are writing a short letter on a large sheet of paper, bring the address down even further on the page so that the whole letter will be more balanced towards the centre of the sheet.

The date

The date should come below your address, with a little space between it and the address (a one- or two-line space if you are typing your letter), and should be aligned with the first line of the address, as in the letter above.

There are various acceptable ways of writing the date, such as:

27 October 2010 or 27th October 2010 (no comma needed)
     October 27th, 2010 (with a comma)
      27 Oct 10 or 27-Oct-10 or 27/10/10or 27.10.10

If you want to include the day of the week, these are styles you could use:

Wednesday, 27th October 2010 (with one comma)
     Wednesday, October 27th, 2010 (with two commas)

Of course you could use shorter forms if you want to, e.g.:

Wed 27 Oct 10 (with even the comma after Wed omitted)


Avoid ambiguous dates

Remember that there are different date conventions in different parts of the world: in British English 7/10/10 = 7th October 2010, whereas in America 7/10/10 = 10th July 2010. If there is any possibility of confusion, write the date in an unambiguous form.



Headed notepaper

If you are using headed notepaper, the printed address will often be centred on the page. In this case, you should write the date at the left-hand side of the page, not under the address:

 

47 ASHBY GARDENS
WOLTONBOROUGH
CT27 4XQ

      27th October 2010

The salutation

The salutation is the first short line of the letter, in which you address the person or people you are writing to. It begins in line with the lefthand side of the text of the letter, lower than the date line by about a one- or two-line space, generally starts with the word ‘Dear’, and is followed by a comma:

 

Tel: 01234 897654                            47 Ashby Gardens,

Email: jojim47@anisp.co.uk                  Woltonborough

                                                                        CT27 4XQ

                                                               27/10/10

Dear Mary,

 

The word ‘Dear’ is of course purely conventional, and does not necessarily imply any close relationship with or affection for the person you are writing to. A slightly more intimate and informal salutation would be:

My dear Mary or My dear Mrs Carter

In a letter to a loved one you could write something even more intimate, such as:

Dearest Elizabeth or My dearest John or My darling Joyce

(though this might not be to everyone’s taste).

Round-robin letters

If you are sending out the same letter to many people, for example along with Christmas cards, you could omit the salutation, but it is more friendly if you add a general greeting such as ‘Dear family and friends’ or ‘Dear fellow members of Brownbank Bowling Club’.

The body of the letter

In the indented layout, each paragraph, including the first one, begins a few spaces in from the left-hand margin. Since the start of each new paragraph is indicated by the indentation, you do not need to leave a line space between paragraphs. However, many people choose to do so, especially in typed letters, and an extra line inserted between paragraphs can be useful if you want to spread out a short letter to fill more of a large page.

If you are using a computer, you could automatically justify the lines of your letter (that is, make them all the same length), but it is better not to do so in informal letters. Justified lines give a letter a rather formal appearance; unjustified lines of different lengths look friendlier.

Margins

How much clear space you leave around your letter, if any, is up to you. Do whatever will make your letter look good on the page. Computer printers are usually set to automatically leave a margin at the top and bottom of the page and at both sides, though you can alter these settings to suit yourself.

The complimentary close

The complimentary close is the phrase you use to round off your letter, such as ‘Yours sincerely’ or ‘With best wishes’, followed by your name. Leave a line space between the end of your letter (more or less a line in a handwritten letter) and the complimentary close, which should be indented as far in from the left-hand margin as the beginning of a paragraph (or even closer to the centre of the page if you prefer).

Follow the complimentary word or phrase with a comma, and then write your name on the next line, slightly to the right again. In a business letter you should type your name below your signature for the sake of clarity:

I hope this matter can be resolved quickly.

 

Yours sincerely,

 

        [signature here]

 

Geoffrey Wilson

Punctuation

If you write something like ‘With love from’ or ‘Best wishes from’ in your complimentary close, there should be no comma after the ‘from’.

Only the first word of the complimentary close has a capital letter, e.g.:

Yours sincerely not Yours Sincerely


Never have the complimentary close and your signature alone on the last page of a letter. Always space your letter out so that there is at least a line or two of the last paragraph above the complimentary close.



Your signature

Even if you have typed your letter, you should nevertheless always write your name. Blue or black ink is best if you are writing a formal letter; other colours might seem a bit frivolous.

If your signature is not clear and easily readable, type or print your name below it (always do so in a business letter). And if you have a name that does not clearly indicate your sex, it is helpful to the recipient of your letter if you put ‘(Mr)’ or ‘(Mrs)’ or whatever after your name to avoid any uncertainty.

The recipient’s address

Since letters in indented layout tend to be informal rather than business letters (which are usually written in the blocked style described below), it is not usually necessary to include the name and address of the person you are writing to. But if you are handwriting a business letter, you may choose to use an indented layout, in which case the recipient’s name and address should be included, aligned with the left-hand margin, above the salutation:

                                                                        47 Ashby Gardens,
                                                                              Woltonborough,
                                                                                  CT27 4XQ

                                                                        2 December 2010

The Manager,
Bucks Bank plc,
66 Ryle Road,
Milton Newbury,
MN31 3HR

Dear Sir,
. . . . . .

Leave at least a line space below the date and a line space above the salutation. (You can add more space in order to spread a short text over a large page.)

Blocked letter layout

Here is an example of a typed letter in blocked style:

                                                                        23 Rosewood Gardens
                                                                        Romerton
                                                                        PM10 3RS

                                                                        14 September 2010

Anis Printer Supplies
South Bank Industrial Estate
Portavon
TS23 8QT

Dear Sirs,

Order Number 10/67153

I ordered from you on 10 September two cartridges of black toner for a Takto printer TK1005.

I understood that, while the toner cartridges you would supply would not be actual Takto products, they would nevertheless be compatible with a Takto printer. However, I have found this not to be the case. When I loaded one of your cartridges into my printer, a warning flashed up indicating that the cartridge was incompatible with it. The same thing happened with the second cartridge.

I have now bought a genuine Takto toner cartridge, and have had no problems with it. The fault would therefore seem to be with your own toner cartridges, which appear to be not in fact compatible with my printer.

I am therefore returning the cartridges to you and would be grateful if you would refund the money paid for them within the next fourteen days.

Yours faithfully,

[signature here]

Thomas Sheridan

As far as the content of the letter (address, date, salutation, complimentary close, etc) is concerned, the blocked letter has essentially the same structure as the indented letter style. The two styles of layout differ only in the look of the page.

In a blocked letter layout, nothing is indented. The lines of the sender’s address and the date are all aligned, although still placed on the right-hand side of the page (unless you are using headed paper, in which case the address will possibly be centred on the page). All other parts of the letter are aligned with the left-hand margin.

Since new paragraphs are not indicated by indentation, you should leave a line space between each paragraph.

In keeping with the modern trend towards minimum punctuation, there are no commas at the end of lines in addresses. Some people also omit the commas after the salutation and the complimentary close, which is quite acceptable.

Variations on the blocked style

• The address and date may be completely aligned with the right-hand margin:

23 Rosewood Gardens
Romerton
PM10 3RS

14 September 2010

• The address and date may be aligned with the left-hand margin:

23 Rosewood Gardens
Romerton
PM10 3RS

14 September 2010

Dear Sirs,

However, aligning everything with the left-hand margin can give your letter a rather unbalanced look, especially if you are including both your address and the recipient’s address.

• The date may be placed below the recipient’s address:

23 Rosewood Gardens
Romerton
PM10 3RS

Anis Printer Supplies
South Bank Industrial Estate
Portavon
TS23 8QT

14 September 2010

Dear Sirs,

While this is quite acceptable, it is perhaps more logical to have the recipient’s name and address immediately before the salutation rather than separated from it.

• The complimentary close may be placed more centrally on the page, as in the indented layout, to give the page more balance:

I look forward to hearing from you.

Yours faithfully,

 

       [signature here]

 

Thomas Sheridan

In all these minor details of layout, choose the form you personally prefer.

Subject lines

If a letter needs a heading or subject line that briefly indicates the subject matter of the letter, this should follow the salutation. Leave a line space below the salutation and a line space between the subject line and the text of the letter. In a blocked letter layout the subject line is aligned with the left-hand margin, as in the letter above. In an indented letter layout, centre the heading on the page:

Dear Sirs,

Order Number 10/67153

 

I ordered from you on 10 September two cartridges of …

The heading should be underlined (or you could put it in boldface type if you are typing the letter on a computer).

The writer’s position or status

It is often helpful, especially in a formal or business letter, for letter-writers to state their position or status. If you do this, add the information below your signature, in parentheses if you prefer, and split over two lines if necessary for balance:

Yours faithfully,

[signature here]

Peter Smith
(Secretary, Luton Branch,
World Aid Association)

References

The headings of business letters may include company references of the sender, of the recipient, or of both. These are generally placed above the date:

                                                                     Anis Printer Supplies 
                                                        South Bank Industrial Estate
                                                                                        Portavon
                                                                                       TS23 8QT

Your ref: JA/GD
Our ref: FT-110810

11 August 2010

Erskine Henderson plc,
26 North Esk Street,
. . . . . .

Use of indented and blocked layouts

The indented layout is the one you would normally use for informal or slightly formal letters, especially if they are handwritten. The blocked layout is the one you would normally use for business letters, especially if they are typed. Quite simply, it looks more businesslike.





End of sample
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