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JANICE MACLEOD turned her back on a copywriting career in 
California to TRAVEL and find herself. In Paris she found a whole 
lot more – HAPPINESS, love and a UNIQUE business based on 

one of the oldest forms of COMMUNICATION: letter writing. 
WORDS: SARAH MARINOS

L
ife is sweet for 
Janice MacLeod. 
Most mornings she 
packs her camera 
and sketchbook and 
spends hours strolling 
through Paris. Her eyes 

scan the streetscapes, the architecture, 
the manicured parks and gardens, the 
patisseries and cafés, the boutiques and 
the banks of the Seine. 

When she sees something that 
intrigues her, she takes photographs 
or sketches. She may zoom in on the 
intricate carvings above an old door, 
the Parisian rooftops that fit together 
like a jigsaw puzzle, or the colour and 
character of a local flower market. 

And when she has collected enough 
images, Janice returns to the tiny 
apartment overlooking a picturesque 
cobbled street that she shares with her 
husband, Christophe, whom she met 
just days after moving to the City of 
Light in 2011. 

It was meant to be a quick five-
week trip to the French capital before 
moving on to Rome. But fate and luck 

intervened. As Janice sipped a café au 
lait at a pavement café, she spotted 
Christophe working in a butcher’s shop 
across the street. The couple exchanged 
looks and then a few words and then, 
not so long ago, they exchanged 
wedding vows. 

And it was this love affair that turned 
a five-week trip into forever, forcing the 
Canadian-born copywriter to begin a 
new career and a business to financially 
support her new life. Her brainwave was 
Paris Letters, whereby each month she 
sends letters to subscribers across the 
world, detailing her life and adventures 
in Paris. 

“My first paid subscriber was Joanna, 
my colleague from my old office,” 
Janice explains. 

“She used to come into my office 
and we would talk about life. When she 
subscribed she said it was a small way to 
keep our office chats going.”

Fast-track to present day and more 
than 600 letters are sent from Janice’s 
mailbox every month to subscribers 
in Australia, Canada, the US, Japan, 
South Africa and China, each beautifully 

illustrated with watercolours and arriving 
in handwritten envelopes. There’s even 
a book (Paris Letters) documenting her 
European life. 

Janice once hand-wrote and 
individually painted every letter, but she 
now paints and writes a single letter each 
month that is printed for her subscribers.

“Once I hit 2000 letters a month I will 
cap off orders. I still want to be able to 
hand-address each envelope and anything 
beyond 2000 isn’t feasible,” she says. Her 
missives cost subscribers roughly US$10 
each to receive. 

Janice was born in a small town in 
Ontario on the north shore of Lake 
Erie. She left home at age 17 to study 
English and communications and then 
copywriting at university. After that she 
began an advertising career in Toronto. 

“The Internet started exploding at the 
beginning of my career and the older, 
more experienced copywriters didn’t 
want to touch that kind of work. So 
one of my favourite jobs initially was 
writing the website for Tony the Tiger, 
the mascot for Kellogg’s Frosties cereal,” 
she says. >
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a note from janice…
If you decide to sell something 
online, don’t fret if sales are slow 
[in the beginning]. I was grateful to 
have slow sales at first. It helped me 
refine and improve. Now that I have 
a larger customer base, I’m glad I can 
just concentrate on creating beautiful 
illustrated letters. I already figured out 
the back end of how to make it work 
during slow times.

for other people’. But I never thought 
it would be what it is today. I thought 
it would be chump change to buy my 
cheese and baguettes and pretty dresses.”

Janice tested the idea with friends and 
family, sending them painted letters to 
get their feedback. By January 2012 she 
had enough images and notes to start 
writing for a living. So she painted and 
wrote some sample letters and used 
those to establish an online presence  
on Etsy, the online marketplace. 

Janice also established a blog to 
garner interest in her life in Paris and  
to link back to the business.

“I had to build a buzz around the 
business and social media helped me 
do that. I blogged to build the 
audience online and also used 
Facebook, Twitter and Pinterest,” 
she says, adding that she started with 
approximately 40 subscribers and a 
profile on Etsy for the ‘quit your day 
job’ section of the website.

“Blogging is a great way to attract 
an audience who might become 
customers once you figure out if you’d 
like to sell a product. On a personal 
level, my blog has also become a great 
friend with whom I chat and share my 
Paris experience.”

Her marketing approach was simple. 
“It was all about getting people 

Later Janice moved to California and 
continued working as a copywriter in 
an advertising agency. But gradually, 
the gloss and glamour wore off the 
LA lifestyle. 

“Everyone ate their wholefood 
salads at lunchtime – which were just 
life maintenance meals – and I began 
to develop a level of apathy in my 
job,” she says. 

“I used to fight changes to my copy 
that I didn’t think worked, but I started 
not to care. I made any changes the 
client wanted just to get the work 
off my desk. I knew I needed to find 
something else to do in my life. I just 
wasn’t as happy as I knew I could be.” 

Over another “life maintenance” 
lunch with a colleague one afternoon, 
Janice mused how much it might cost 
to be able to stop working for a year 
so she could spend time travelling and 
deciding what she wanted to do next. 
She came up with an arbitrary figure 

of needing US$100 a day to live on and 
began saving and selling possessions she 
no longer required.

“The idea of saving US$36,500 dollars 
to support myself for a year was scary 
but breaking that down to AU$100 a day 
worked. I could make decisions like not 
going out for lunch or not going to the 
mall after work,” she says.

“And I de-cluttered. I sold a lot of the 
things I had bought but never used and 
that money went towards my escape.”

In 2011, Janice flew to Paris and her 
adventure began. 

“I got an apartment around the 
corner from a café and I sat there with 
my journal, looked at Christophe and 
thought, ‘Well, you’re cute!’” she laughs.

“Paris was charming and it was like 
being in an enlightened state. I could walk 
around on a weekday, I didn’t have a set 
time to be anywhere or do anything. I 
could slow down because I had weeks to 
see everything.”

As her romance developed and Janice 
realised she would be staying in Paris 
long-term, she knew she had to find a way 

to earn a regular income. After all, her 
US$100 a day would only last for so long. 
And over coffee, the inspiration came.

“I was going through the three pages 
of notes I was writing every day and 
thought, ‘What have I got that I can use? 
I’ve got watercolours and my paper’. I’d 
painted since I was a kid and so I had that 
skill that I could use. And I also had time 
to sit in cafés and I had the beauty of 
Paris. I did a deduction list and the idea 
came together and simmered. 

“Then I did a painted letter for my 
friend, Anya, and thought, ‘I could do this 

I did a PAINTED LETTER for my friend, Anya, 
and thought, ‘I could do this for other people’. But I 
NEVER THOUGHT it would be what it is today. 
I thought it would be CHUMP CHANGE to buy my 
cheese and BAGUETTES and pretty DRESSES.
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interested in my Paris story,” she says. 
“My job is to bring a little bit of joy 
into someone’s life. If you are going to 
read something I write then I should 
entertain you. My journal gets the 
crappy bits of Paris and the letters are 
the charming part,” she says. 

“I do a lot of hiking around Paris and 
then something catches my eye and 
a story comes through. I write about 
what I see, places in Paris and about the 
people I meet. I’m simply following 
my curiosity and life couldn’t be better 
right now.”

Of her future plans, Janice is 
characteristically measured. 

“I’ve got some ideas. I will always 
have a letter subscription service. And 
just as the subscription service begat 
a book, a book will likely sprout from 
whatever the letter subscription evolves 
into in the future. Both projects make 
my brain happy.” 

Janice and 
Christophe
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