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— 15 April 2015, New York

We’re sitting in the train on our way to 
Peekskill. George and I have been living in 
New York since the start of the year and today 
we are leaving the city for the first time. The 
Hudson Valley Center for Contemporary Art 
(HVCCA) has invited us to make a proposal 
for a contribution to their biennial art festival.  
They are looking for artists who can conceive  
a temporary work in public space, preferably 
in cooperation with Peekskill’s inhabitants, 
something that is loosely based on the town’s 
social or geographical history when it comes  
to the subject matter.

We’ve never been to Peekskill before and we 
have no idea what kind of place it is, and know 
nothing whatsoever about its history. It turns 
out Peekskill is named after a Dutchman,  
Jan Peeck. In the mid-17th century he was 
the first European to arrive in this region in 
order to trade with the original inhabitants: 
the Lenape tribe. He bartered with them, 
trading weapons and alcohol for animal pelts 
and food. Being Dutch, it feels strange to be 
heading to Peekskill some 400 years after this 
Jan Peeck. We’re not coming to exchange 
goods with strangers, but to create something 
for people we don’t know. Not with weapons 
or alcohol, but with art.

Because we don’t know much about 
Peekskill’s history, we absorb the information 
the HVCCA supplied us with and study what 
we can find in the archives of the local library. 
There are two major chapters in the town’s 
history that immediately stick in our minds: 
the Peekskill Riots and the Underground 
Railroad. They are both part of Peekskill’s 
African-American  history, but seem to be 
diametrically opposed—a painful chapter and 
a heroic chapter. We continue searching for 
other topics, but we know right away that we 
won’t find anything that will be more important 
for us. This is what we want to address here, 
this is a subject that fits with the situation in 
the here and now, what we as foreigners have 
ended up in the middle of here in the USA, 
and what we as Dutch people are connected 
with via the colonial history of our ancestors.

Yesterday, on 14 April, we marched with 
full conviction in a major demonstration 
against the police brutality towards African 
Americans. We might not be American 

citizens and are living here temporarily, but 
this demonstration was about equality and 
equal human values  
for everyone, and that transcends nationality.

The demonstration made a big impression 
on us. We walked from Union Square along 
Broadway to the Brooklyn Bridge, where the 
situation on the bridge became grisly and 
almost got out of hand. Hemmed in by police 
on both sides, we were kettled in the middle 
of the bridge while police helicopters circled 
in the sky overhead and demonstrators tried 
to occupy the road beneath us while officers 
intervened. I was shocked by the situation, 
now in 2016, where a fanatical but peaceful 
demonstration against police brutality was 
being halted by the police.

We had just seen the film Selma in the 
cinema, with original footage of Martin Luther 
King, who held a non-violent demonstration 
on the bridge near Selma, a demonstration 
that was violently suppressed by the police. 
Exactly 50 years later we are standing on a 
bridge in New York City, to protest against 
police violence and are surrounded by police.  
We decide to take part in all the demonstrations 
against police brutality and racism here, and 
wherever possible to make our voices heard 
about this subject. 

The New Yorkers who we’ve met here are all 
against the police brutality towards African 
Americans, but none of them takes part in the 
demonstrations and we wonder why they don’t. 
They want to but don’t actually do it is the 
answer when we ask. Perhaps they’re already 
so accustomed to race relations here, but we’re 
shocked because we’re seeing it with fresh eyes 
as Europeans? 

We weren’t born and raised in the USA,  
so we don’t have the details of African-American  
history at our fingertips, which makes us poor 
discussion partners when it comes to debating 
the technical aspects. Yet when it comes to  
our inner convictions about equality, which 
cuts across history and every national boundary 
the message is the same: Equality, Now, Here, 
Everywhere and for Everyone. Period.

A clear-cut division is palpable here. We feel  
much whiter than we do in Amsterdam, and  
we’re not used to thinking in terms of ‘black 
people’ and ‘white people’. It also feels strange  
and unnatural to be characterizing it like this.

Protestors against police brutality march from Union Square to NYPD headquarters  
in lower Manhattan, before heading for Brooklyn Bridge, 14 April 2015.



— 20 April

We decide to create a work that is inspired by 
both the Peekskill Riots and the Underground 
Railroad. For us they represent the sweet 
and sour history of Peekskill that we want to 
address in our work.

The Underground Railroad consisted of secret 
routes and hiding places—the safe houses— 
that were used to help escaped slaves flee  
to free states and Canada in the middle of the 
18th century. We found the best description  
of the Underground Railroad in John Curran’s 
book, Peekskill’s African American History. 
A Hudson Valley Community’s Untold Story:

The famed underground railroad was not  
really a rail system, nor was it under the 
ground. It was an organized national 
network of like-minded individuals with 
strong personalities living in cities, small 
towns and farms. These people not  
only thought that owning human beings  
as property was a morally corrupt and 
inhumane practice, but they also did 
something about it. They went looking  
for “passengers to take on a train ride  
to freedom.” […]

People with black, brown and white  
skin tones, mostly people with religious 
faith, were able to link together, 
communicate and physically time arrivals, 
departures and layovers through several 
states and into Canada with amazing 
efficiency. 

The underground railroad was a 
humane transportation conspiracy. This 
support system was known as a “Freedom 
Line,” “Emancipation Car,” “Gospel 
Train” and by other names. The secret 
train to freedom was invisible, magical 
and effective. […]

It was mostly about people taking 
risks to help other people, intentionally 
breaking laws in the service of Americans 
being denied their rights and freedoms.

The Underground Railroad had an important 
‘station’ in Peekskill, namely the house of 
Hawley and Harriet Green at 1112 Main 
Street. We wonder why this building hasn’t 
been turned into a museum or some kind of 
memorial. Someone explained to us that this 
was because of politics and real estate, but  

it’s all the more reason for us to honour this 
‘Safe House’ with a work of art.

The Peekskill Riots were of a totally 
different order. When we ask about them we 
are told a few times that technically speaking 
these riots didn’t break out in Peekskill but 
in Van Cortlandville. It’s as if the people of 
Peekskill are embarrassed by it.

The Peekskill Riots were violent, anti-
communist riots with anti-black and anti-
semitic overtones that erupted in Peekskill 
in 1949. The announced open-air concert by 
the African-American singer and civil rights 
activist Paul Robeson was the catalyst for 
this. Robeson was unable to reach the stage 
because of a violent mob throwing rocks and 
screaming racist chants. A second attempt  
to hold a concert was undertaken nine days  
later and on this occasion Robeson was able  
to perform. 

The nature of these two moments in 
history was very different, but they do share 
common themes, such as racism, tolerance 
and welcoming ‘the other’ in the community. 
These are issues that are relevant always and 
everywhere, especially now in the modern-day 
Europe we come from.

We’re planning to return to Peekskill a few 
more times to take in the local vibe and simply  
chat with locals on the street. We start 
producing sketches and a scale model in our 
studio, in order to present a proposal to the 
HVCCA.

In the evening we hear the shocking  
news of the death of Freddie Gray, who died 
yesterday as a consequence of his violent 
arrest in Baltimore. There are fierce riots in 
Baltimore, where a furious crowd is setting 
cars alight and pelting police officers with 
stones. There’s a big rally planned at Union 
Square on 28 April, which we definitely want 
to join. It’s really horrible to read about the 
Peekskill Riots of 1949, then read about the 
Baltimore protests that very same evening. 
What has changed over the last 65 years, and 
what hasn’t?

Flyer announcing a demonstration against police brutality 
in New York on 28 April.



— 25 April

We have two ideas for the festival in Peekskill: 
a sculptural structure in a residential 
neighbourhood and various paintings on the 
walls of local residents’ apartments. Our 
provisional working title is Welcome Stranger, 
which fits well with the Underground Railroad, 
the Peekskill Riots, and our own situation  
as artists here.

As strangers we’re coming to Peekskill  
to create something for people we don’t know, 
based on the history of a town that we’re not 
familiar with. We hope we’ll be welcome. 

The structure in the neighbourhood is 
composed of a billboard, a large mirror, a stage 
and a ‘hidden’ in-between space. Via a small 
staircase through a round hole in the billboard 
you pass via the in-between space through  
a round hole in the mirror to then re-emerge 
outside, onto the stage.

The round passageways with the steps 
symbolize the Underground Railroad, the 
space in between is a Safe House, and the 
open stage where you emerge symbolizes  
the stage on which Paul Robeson performed. 
The big mirror, where the round passageway 
to the rear emerges, reflects the sky, and 
represents an open and free space for everyone. 
This will be the backdrop for everything that 
takes place on the stage. The front side of the 
billboard is a free space too, available to the 
local community for Welcoming Messages to 
‘the other’. We’re going to look for locals who 
want to work on the structure with us and 
locals who want to create a message for the 
billboard. And the stage is of course not just 
symbolic but can actually be used, by anyone 
who so desires.

And we have a second, less visible plan. We  
want to produce five abstract wall paintings  
for five inhabitants of Peekskill, in their 
houses. Neither we nor the inhabitant know  
what the wall paintings will look like in 
advance. The design will be created by the  
home’s inhabitant throwing dice and blindly  
choosing colours. George will then meticulously 
paint the resulting design on the wall wherever 
the inhabitant decides. The wall painting 
becomes the property of the inhabitant, who 
can do whatever he or she wants with it. If 
the worst comes to the worst and the outcome 
doesn’t please them, then they can paint over 
it again. It will be a cooperation between 

local residents and us, and yes, you could call 
it the unknown, or the cosmos? The whole 
process of throwing dice and painting will take 
about three days per apartment, so we will 
be spending 15 days in unfamiliar homes in 
Peekskill. We have no idea whether they want 
us there, and whether they will even want a 
wall painting in their homes?

Tunnel under a house in Covington, used by abolitionists prior to the Civil War  
as part of the Underground Railway



— 28 April

We head to Union Square to march in the 
rally, in solidarity with Baltimore. The square 
is surrounded by police cars and officers; 
the atmosphere is tense. The demonstration 
is a lot smaller than the one we attended a 
fortnight ago, and that surprises us. We had 
actually expected a much larger crowd now, 
because of the riots in Baltimore. Police 
speakers are blaring out the command that 
demonstrators are forbidden to leave the 
square. The message is repeated non-stop like 
a mantra. 

On the square, the crowd is chanting  
a counter-mantra: ‘Hands Up, Don’t Shoot’  
and ‘I Can’t Breathe’. All these mantras send  
a shiver down my spine.

A march down Broadway to the Brooklyn 
Bridge isn’t going to happen today. This 
sparks anger and the atmosphere becomes 
grimmer, more determined. When a small 
group of men with black balaclavas and black 
flags arrives we start to question whether we 
should stay. We feel powerless. And white, too.

The idea that everyone in the USA can 
own a firearm and the police are therefore 
more trigger-happy gives me the shivers as 
well.

    

Demonstration at Union Square in response to the death of Freddie Gray,  
who died on 12 April in Baltimore as a consequence of his violent arrest.



— 17 June

In John Curran’s book I’m reading about 
Harriet Tubman, one of the Underground 
Railroad’s most renowned operators: 

Harriet Tubman broke free of her 
enslavement in the South in 1849.  
She stated, “I crossed the line of which 
I was for so long dreaming. I was free, 
but there was no one to welcome me.” 
One might escape, but then what? There 
was no welcome and no help. Only fear, 
poverty, loneliness and danger offered 
themselves as companions.

 Ms. Tubman personally experienced 
such agonizing freedom. A woman of 
strong character and organizing abilities, 
she immediately became an active creator 
and leader in the secret network that 
helped many black Americans escape 
slavery’s confinement, physical misery 
and personal outrage.

On the news we hear that Donald Trump has  
become a presidential candidate for the 
Republicans. (Later in the year we will hear 
him talking about immigrants and building 
a wall along the Mexican border.) Via online 
editions of Dutch newspapers we follow the 
refugee crisis in Europe, where a massive flow 
of refugees from Syria is desperately trying to 
reach European territory in rickety little boats. 
Many of them, including young children, are 
drowning in the process.

Welcome Stranger might not be the most 
original title for a work of art, but it’s clear-cut 
and speaks to several topical developments in 
recent times. Our plans for the two works of 
art have been approved by the HVCCA and 
we’re going to start building and painting in 
September. The opening is on 27 September.

— 1 September 

We’ve found a location for the sculptural 
structure: there’s an open field of grass on 
Main Street, across from Bohlmann Towers 
in the middle of a residential neighbourhood. 
That’s convenient, because then we can build 
in the open air, alternating with the creation  
of the murals in the surrounding apartments. 
We don’t expect that many people will want  
to have their walls painted, so to be sure  
we’ve printed a few hundred flyers in which  
we announce the five free wall paintings.

Next to Bohlmann Towers stands the Kiley  
Center, the neighbourhood’s Community 
Action Center. There we meet Ms. Rainey, the 
centre’s linchpin, who is genuinely surprised 
that we have come to visit. She would like to 
help us with the project. She’ll try to introduce 
us to residents of Bohlmann Towers, for the 
wall paintings and for the construction team 
for the stage. She advises us to come back on 
Wednesday, because that’s when the foodbank 
distributes bread and cakes and then we can 
hand out our flyers as well. Free food and free 
art seems like an ideal combination to us.  
As we are heading outside, Ms. Rainey says it 
was the title Welcome Stranger that appealed 
to her and persuaded her to participate. She 
is a pastor and in her faith as well as in her 
work the sincere welcoming of ‘the other’ is 
important, no matter who it is. 

And Ms. Rainey would also like a wall 
painting in her office, or is it only meant for 
apartments?

When we return on Wednesday for the 
food bank we meet Arthur. He is a volunteer 
and helps to unpack and distribute the 
donations. There is plenty of bread and cake 
today. We hand out our flyers with the food. 
And Arthur would also like a wall painting,  
so we immediately reserve one for him.

We eat blueberry pie and croissants from 
the foodbank—they taste excellent. 

That leaves three more wall paintings.

We’ve posted the flyers in the lobby of 
Bohlmann Towers. Just ten minutes later I  
receive our first call. The caller’s name is 
Mishiba and she asks whether the paintings 
are still available, because she would like one. 
She knows other people who would definitely 
want a painting. Half an hour later, all five  
wall paintings have been assigned and we  
still have more than 200 flyers left. 

— 18 June

We hear about the mass shooting in Charleston 
on the news. The culprit is a 21-year-old man 
and the massacre deed was racially motivated. 
We’re speechless. Is this an extreme year  
for racism? Or is it always like that here and  
we simply failed to notice it so acutely back  
in Europe?



— 20 September

We’re going to start painting at Arthur’s  
place. He doesn’t live in Bohlmann Towers  
but shares a floor of a white wooden house  
on a hill, close by the HVCCA. Arthur tells 
us that this is his first home after a year being 
homeless. He spent that year living in the Jan 
Peek House, Peekskill’s local homeless shelter. 
That’s also where he met his housemate 
Carlos, with whom he shares the apartment.

We soon feel at home at Arthur’s place. 
The place is spick-and-span and has a good 
atmosphere. And Arthur is a wonderful host. 
Princess the stray cat thinks the same. Arthur 
has taken her in and she relaxedly comes to sit 
with us. Arthur has bought a whole cat set-up 
for her: toys, a little house, bowls for food. He 
provides us—and Princess, too—with music, 
snacks and an evening meal. We’re served fish 
with rice and carrot cake, fruit and tea.

We’ve set out the dice, colour circles, 
paint and brushes on the bed. We spent more 
than three concentrated hours for the whole 
process of throwing dice and choosing colours 
blindly and noting down the results.

I always think that the atmosphere at such 
a moment influences the fall of the dice and 
thus affects the resulting painting. If we’re 
cheerful, positive and energetic, then the 
painting will ‘absorb’ that. Just like the music 
we play, actually all the vibes that are present 
at that moment. Perhaps it’s superstition 
or wishful thinking, but I nevertheless take 
it seriously, although I’m not quick to tell 
anyone. But I feel sufficiently comfortable  
with Arthur to tell him this. Fortunately he 
doesn’t react as if it’s strange. 

Arthur plays soul and funk for us. We 
have the same taste in music and the three of 
us sing along. For his painting he has chosen 
the wall above his bed, which is painted in a 
stylish grey, and the painting will contrast well 
against it. We briefly have misgiving about 
whether that will look attractive: Wouldn’t 
it be better on the other white wall? No, 
nonsense, we correct ourselves. We’re not in 
a gallery or museum as we’re used to. If the 
paintings are produced in high spirits, then 
they will fit anywhere, even with a tartan 
bedspread. And we also think it’s an honour 
that Arthur wants the work of art above his bed. 





— 22 September

We’re at Arthur’s place to apply the last layer 
of paint. Arthur has borrowed new CDs from 
the library and provides fresh music for us all 
day long: Marvin Gaye, Otis Redding, James 
Brown, and specially for me Michael Jackson, 
too. We no longer need to throw dice or take 
notes, just paint in the colours precisely and 
allow them to dry in the meantime. Arthur 
makes hotdogs and tea for us. While painting 
we end up learning a lot about Peekskill. 

Things are OK here now, but approximately 
10 years ago it was rough here, really rough. The 
area around Bohlmann Towers was Peekskill’s 
most dangerous neighbourhood, a no-go area 
where dealers and gangs ruled the roost and 
you certainly couldn’t risk being out on the 
streets after 10 o’clock at night. On the field of 
grass opposite Bohlmann Towers, where we’re 
going to build our stage, there were houses and 
a deli. A couple of years ago everything was 
demolished, because things were always getting 
out of hand, and even the police didn’t dare to 
show themselves there. Demolition was the only 
option. And someone was shot dead at exactly 
the spot where we want to place our structure.

Arthur’s life was also a lot less relaxed back 
then, so he’s glad he’s leading a totally different 
life now. Next-door neighbours Carlos and 
Brad come by to watch the painting process. 
Carlos loves art and shows me his room where 
he has carefully filled the walls with framed 
drawings and paintings that he bought at the 
local thrift store. 

I once read somewhere that houses with 
a positive, harmonious atmosphere attract 
lots of animals, and that an above-average 
number of animals live around houses where 
people meditate often. At this house it’s a to-
and-fro of animals. In the morning deer come 
to graze in the garden, in the afternoon I see 
groundhogs, squirrels and butterflies, and 
besides Princess there is also the stray cat 
Flaco, who drops in for a bite to eat. 

Brad treats everyone to pizza. The painting 
is going to look good. And we learn a new 
word from Arthur: copasetic. Everything sure 
is copasetic here.



— 23 September

Today we’re painting in Bohlmann Towers 
for the first time, at Mishiba’s apartment. 
Her friends Emerson and Maureen, who are 
both going to get a wall painting, are also 
present. And their pastor is there, because 
he temporarily has no place of his own and is 
sleeping on the couch. Today they’re having 
their weekly Bible study session at Mishiba’s 
place. There’s just enough room for us and 
the mood is convivial. It’s Wednesday, so 
we’re eating pies and pastries from the Kiley 
Center.

Mishiba likes to paint herself and shows 
us her work. She hasn’t produced anything 
for a while, but is keen to take it up again. 
She’s a beautician by trade, so she’s good with 
brushes and colours. She works from home. 
In the corner of the living room stands a 
treatment chair and there’s a pricelist hanging 
on the wall, in the midst of a mass of photos, 
diplomas and paintings. She knows precisely 
what she wants with her painting. It must be 
right next to the front door, next to her most 
important family photos, like a ‘welcoming 
blessing’ for all her visitors. 

Mishiba knows a lot about the African 
American history of Peekskill. She explains  
about Paul Robeson and about the Underground 
Railroad. During re-enactments by the 
Underground Railroad Tours she has acted 
the role of Harriet Tubman a few times. In 
her bookcase she searches for Paul Robeson’s 
Here I Stand for us. We have to read it, to 
understand the history. A friend who pops by 
to visit takes another book from the bookcase: 
How To Become A Millionaire. Another useful 
book for people in Bohlmann Towers, he jokes. 
He doesn’t have high expectations, because  
by the look of it it’s a written-off library copy. 

Once everyone has left, Mishiba becomes 
focused and throws the dice for a couple of  
hours without a break. It’s quiet in the 
apartment now. A gentle breeze wafts through 
the windows and it smells of incense and 
perfume. Mishiba chooses calmly and self-
confidently from the face-down colour circles. 
She doesn’t hesitate; she knows precisely 
which one she wants. She doesn’t believe 
in chance and knows that everything has a 
reason, including us working together on 
these paintings. She is Jewish as well as 
Christian and in general she is very spiritual. 
Between the door and the painting stands  

a staff, for a Jewish ritual we’re not familiar 
with. 

When George starts to mix his colours, 
she explains that she can mix any skin tone 
with her make-up kit. To demonstrate she 
mixes George’s skin tone in no time and uses 
it to camouflage the dark rings under his eyes. 
The colour is perfect. And because he doesn’t 
have any eyebrows, she swiftly pencils them  
in with an expert hand. 







— 25 September

In the morning we apply the final layer of 
paint at Mishiba’s place and then we start in 
Emerson’s apartment, which is even more 
chock-a-block than Mishiba’s. His home is 
a museum and a workshop combined, a mix 
of everything: an electric guitar, a collection 
of caps, all kinds of tools, boxes full of 
videotapes, CDs, a Viking helmet, and loads 
of audio equipment. And also his kit from his 
time in the army, as Emerson is a veteran and 
as a soldier he used to work all over the world. 
He shows us his desert boots, as well as his  
collection of knives and torches.

Emerson calls himself a tinkerer. Since 
having an accident that smashed his foot 
he has had to move around with a walker 
and spends much of his time playing music, 
watching films and tinkering. He worked as 
a maintenance man at Bohlmann Towers, but 
his foot injury means he cannot work. He is 
especially handy with audio equipment, and 
has created his own surround-sound system 
in his room with 22 computer speakers and it 
sounds surprisingly good. He also has a special 
TV, which can be used outside in the summer 
by passing long cables through his window to 
the barbecue area behind Bohlmann Towers.  
If we’re going to build on the expanse of grass 
he will take care of the music with speakers 
and long cables. 

I still believe that everything that is heard 
or happens in the room while throwing the  
dice influences the painting. I reckon that’s 
auspicious here. While throwing dice and 
painting we listen to The Beatles, Jimi Hendrix, 
d’Angelo and Adele. We talk about politics,  
his time as a soldier, many serious topics, but 
we also laugh about plenty of things. And we 
have moments of shared emotion. It’s as if 
we’ve known each other for a very long time.  
It will be a really rich painting here in Emerson’s 
room.

Mishiba comes by with a surprise for us:  
She’s added something to her painting herself, 
using the paint we left behind at her place. 
I’m slightly shocked and immediately head 
upstairs with her to take a look. Above her 
painting she has painted curls in the same 
shades of paint and alongside it she has 
written ‘Geech Studio’ in decorative letters, 
the name of her beautician’s practice. For a 
short while I’m confused, because that’s not 

how it was planned. Mishiba’s curly, freestyle 
handwriting is so different to the regimented 
painting, but I quickly reprimand myself, 
because if you want to undertake a painting 
process like this with an open mind, and if 
you want to embrace all the unknowns, than 
spontaneous contributions are part of the 
bargain. In addition, Mishiba is the painting’s 
owner, so she can do whatever she wants 
with it. George is immediately charmed by 
Mishiba’s contribution. He thinks it’s great 
that she wants to paint again and as a surprise 
he goes and buys brushes, canvases and paint 
for her.







— 27 September 

Today is the opening of the festival. The 
weather’s wonderful and it’s bustling in the 
streets with visitors from outside Peekskill. 
Our sculpture still hasn’t been realized and 
the wall paintings can’t be viewed without 
prior agreement, but we hear that there’s a 
journalist from the The New York Times who 
is interested in our project and wants to see 
the wall paintings. Emerson is happy for her  
to visit his apartment. 

For our most invisible public work ever, 
such interest is quite remarkable! 



— 30 September

We start work on the painting in the Community 
Action Center’s office next to Bohlmann 
Towers, where Ms. Mary Rainey together with 
Ms. Doris Goodman are the community’s 
towers of strength and they are both devoted to 
helping those who need it most. And that is no 
small task: domestic violence, unemployment, 
drugs, poverty, criminality and racism are the 
norm here. Ms. Mary would like the painting 
in her office, primarily for the people who drop 
in for help every day. She has already cleared 
a spot above the photocopier.

There isn’t much time to throw the dice, 
as the telephone is ringing non-stop. But 
that doesn’t matter. During the telephone 
conversations she can keep on throwing the 
dice with one hand and I note down all the 
numbers for her. We throw dice for about an 
hour and a half, and in that time Ms. Mary 
resolves various problems. She prevents a 
family being evicted, she sorts out the payment 
of an electricity bill, arranges transport to 
a hospital, and helps someone who has just 
come out of prison to find accommodation. 
In the meantime I whisper the numbers from 
throwing the dice at George, who plots them 
straight onto the wall with a ruler and pair of 
compasses.

Today is another foodbank day and I help 
to distribute the bread and cakes while George 
finishes the sketch on the wall of the office. 
Suddenly there’s a load of screaming and it 
almost degenerates into a pie fight. A woman 
with two over-stuffed bags has just been called 
out for her greediness. The woman is furious 
and yells that she doesn’t need any more cakes 
from black people, because they’re all racists 
anyhow. And she will never come back here. 
She furiously flings her pies back onto the 
table. Ms. Rainey, who has seen many things 
in her time, calms down the situation without 
batting an eyelid. 

In the afternoon Ms. Doris and Ms. Rainey 
choose colours ‘blindly’ for their painting. I 
don’t know how they’re doing it, but they’re 
‘blindly’ selecting the four most gentle, most 
calming colours that we have: two shades of 
pastel pink and two shades of light green. Not 
a bad choice for this place!





— 1 October

We continue painting in the office while Ms. 
Rainey continues tirelessly with her work on 
the telephone. We’ve heard that she used to 
be a renowned civil rights activist. The flower 
garden around the Kiley Center was planted 
in honour of her work and was dedicated to 
her, or so we read on a plaque on the facade. 
We think she deserves a whole park with 
fountains. We’re impressed by her work for 
the community as well as her modesty. 

We ask about yesterday’s ‘pie incident’ 
and we discover that there’s plenty of mutual 
dislike and racism between the African 
Americans and the Latinos in Peekskill. We’ve 
been told that the Latinos primarily come from 
Ecuador and accept lower wages, which makes 
them unfair competition on the job market. 
Plus they don’t integrate into local life. They 
still speak little English even if they’ve been 
here for years and they don’t participate in 
local community life. 

We talk about the Peekskill Riots and Paul 
Robeson with Ms. Rainey. She tells us that she 
still commemorates the Peekskill Riots every 
year, at the precise spot where they broke out. 
Nowadays she does that with a mixed company 
of people of every colour. But once they were 
pelted with stones by white people, just like 
Paul Robeson back in the day, which had made 
a deep impression on her. Fortunately she 
draws plenty of inspiration and strength from 
her faith, and that also applies for her work. 
She invites us to Thanksgiving dinner at her 
daughter’s house in November. We’re more 
than happy to accept the invite.

— 2 October

All kinds of things are collected at the Kiley 
Center for people who have nothing. Today 
someone has brought boxes full of second-
hand household goods. There are cups, 
plates, Christmas decorations and all kinds 
of knickknacks that the thrift store doesn’t 
need. Ms. Rainey asks whether I can help 
her to put together two boxes of gear for two 
men who have just been released from jail and 
don’t own a thing. I try to imagine what they 
might or might not want to find in their box. 
I’m definitely including the coffee mug with 
‘Home Sweet Home’ and the mug with ‘Happy 
Holidays’, even though one of them has lost  
its handle.

— 5 October

We’ve been on stand-by to start building for 
days, but we’re stuck in a sort of catch 22 with 
the construction permit. It’s taking way too 
much time and it looks as if we won’t be able 
to start building before the opening. Liability 
is taken seriously here in the USA—something 
you don’t want to burn your fingers on. 

In any case we have to radically modify 
the design for public safety reasons. 
Everything has to be lower and there have to 
be foundations of a size on which you could 
build a two-storey house, in case there’s a 
hurricane and the stage with mirror and the 
whole caboodle flies into the sky. The police 
insist that the ‘hidden space’ must remain 
completely open, because of dealers and 
homeless people, and the mirror cannot be 
placed at the front, because of traffic safety. 
On the internet that evening I read that a 
mirrored building in Manhattan had set a 
building opposite alight, via reflected sunlight 
and the mirror’s prismatic effect. We’re 
relieved that the liability here in Peekskill will 
be taken care of properly.





— 7 October

After waiting four weeks for the permit, today 
we can at last start building on the expanse 
of grass opposite Bohlmann Towers. News 
spreads quickly, so there are plenty of curious 
locals coming and going. Some of them help, 
and others pass by for a chat, and Emerson 
is serving as our permanent foreman and 
providing music with a portable speaker.

One passer-by seriously advises us not to 
put any art here; it would be better to set it 
on the banks of the Hudson River, with all the 
other sculptures. Nobody here is interested 
anyhow, and it’ll be destroyed or set alight. 
He’s certain of this, because he lived in 
Bohlmann Towers for years and is happy that 
he got away from here at last. And if we really 
want to continue, then we’ll have to watch out 
for ourselves and our things, and avoid coming 
here at night. Other people disagree with him. 
It’s time for change in this neighbourhood 
and art is something positive, especially as its 
being created together with the local residents 
and they will then be its lifelong stewards. 
Nowadays there are enough local residents 
who will keep an eye on things, right now and 
also later when it’s finished. Moreover, it’s 
unusual for two artists from the Netherlands 
to provide a free stage for the neighbourhood, 
so they’re happy about that. Except for the  
food from the foodbank they never get anything 
for free here.

We are confronted with preconceptions about 
Bohlmann Towers every day. We are still busy 
painting and a few times when we head off 
towards the building someone offers to walk 
with us, in case we ‘don’t feel comfortable’ 
there. We get the hint, because we’re just 
about the only white people there, so that 
must be what they mean. But we feel totally  
at ease in Bohlmann Towers. The residents 
greet us, stop to have a chat, and politely hold 
the door open for us. No worries. Everything 
is copasetic.

The only thing that strikes us there is 
that the hallways are painted strangely, very 
‘institutional’. In the Netherlands only the 
really old-fashioned prisons would be painted 
in this style. 

During the construction process, passers-by 
tell us lots about the neighbourhood and  
what it used to be like here. Most of the stories 

involve drugs and crime. Someone tells us 
that Mariah Carey’s sister used to hustle on 
the streets here. She was addicted to crack, 
but her famous sister didn’t lift a finger to 
help her. Nobody knows where she is now. 
Someone else explains why there are so many 
expensive sneakers hanging up high on the 
power cables: they are the tags of various 
dealers, who mark out ‘their territory’ with  
a certain brand of sneaker. 

We also listen to a few of the life stories of 
local residents. The youth worker from the 
Kiley Center tells us his story. He used to be 
a dealer here. It was dangerous, but with so 
many addicts business was good, really good. 
When he was eventually seized by the police 
he owned six cars and two houses, and they 
found $500,000 in cash at one of his homes. 
He has served his time and now he has started 
a new life. Now he has absolutely nothing 
left, but he feels much happier because he no 
longer has any worries. And he goes to church 
and he takes inspiration from that. 

Someone else tells me a similar story. He 
was a dealer and lived under constant stress. 
He always slept lightly, because someone 
could have broken into his house at any time. 
Everything changed when a heavily pregnant 
woman came to buy crack from him. Despite 
him refusing she kept begging him for dope. 
His buddy didn’t see the problem. ‘If we don’t 
sell it to her then she’ll get it somewhere else.’ 
But for him the buck stopped there. He’d had 
enough and stopped. As far as he’s concerned 
it’s a circle of negativity that needs to be 
broken and the only way of doing that is by 
quitting. It’s not easy if you don’t have a job 
and you have to support a wife and kids, but 
poverty is preferable as far as he’s concerned.



— 8 October

I’ve offered to go and stand in line for the 
food truck for one of our builders, so that 
he can carry on working. The queue is long 
because this is the special food truck which 
also has vegetables and fruit. These are the 
surplus from farmers that are oddly shaped 
and therefore cannot be sold to retailers, even 
though the quality is excellent. I’m a stranger 
in the queue and I feel I’m being gawped at, 
but most of them already know me from the 
works of art. So artists have it tough as well, 
someone comments.

Suddenly a heated discussion breaks out 
right in front of me between a Latino woman 
and an African-American woman, and I pick 
up that the Latino woman is constantly trying 
to jump the queue. The wait is an hour and  
for the whole hour it remains tense between 
the women.

Once I’ve picked up two big bags of 
crooked vegetables, I suddenly see everyone 
laughing and high-fiving. The queue-jumping 
woman has been given a parking ticket.  
People agree that this can only be karma.

— 10 October

Mishiba has gone to Washington DC today, for 
the Million Man March. It’s an important event 
that she’s been looking forward to for a long 
time. She wonders whether President Obama 
will join them. 

Even though everyone has respect for 
the president, in Peekskill they are also 
disappointed in him, we notice. Perhaps the 
mess left by his predecessor was too great, 
or perhaps he lacked true power, or the 
expectations were too high? In Europe he is 
still as popular as ever. 

Donald Trump is now in the news every day 
with his remarkable statements. Perhaps his 
most bizarre idea is to construct a wall along 
the Mexican border to stop illegal immigrants, 
and he wants the Mexican government to 
cover the cost.

In Europe the refugee crisis is now at 
a peak, with thousands of refugees arriving 
in Greece every day. The German police 
federation has proposed building a wall on 
the Austrian border, Austria wants to build 
a wall on the Slovenian border, and Slovenia 

has raised a fence along the border with 
Macedonia. In the meantime the weather is 
worsening and families are camping in the 
mud at the Slovenian border. Parents try to 
get through the barbed wire with their young 
children to cross the border. The images on 
the news are heartbreaking.

Meanwhile in Peekskill, George is sawing 
two round holes as passageways through the 
structure and we complete the ‘safe house’. 
All we need to do now is paste the poster to 
the front. This was created by six youngsters 
from the Peekskill Youth Bureau, with our 
help. They were the first to react to our 
appeal on the flyers. In a four-day after-school 
workshop they created a ‘welcoming’ photo 
for passers-by with us. They feature in the 
photo themselves, standing like a reception 
committee on the Youth Bureau’s stage.  
The photo also shows two placards: one with  
‘LOVE’ and one with ‘AIR’, as the two 
essential necessities for everyone’s life. 

In the background there is a portrait of 
Rosa Parks, the famous African-American civil 
rights activist who in 1955 refused to stand up 
for a white passenger on a bus. She was then 
arrested for civil disobedience and breaking 
Alabama’s segregation laws.

A couple of months ago I was at a police 
station here in New York to report the misuse 
of my credit card. The form I had to fill in 
didn’t just ask for my name, date of birth and 
nationality, but my ethnicity as well. It was 
the first time in my life that I’d been required 
to provide that information, and I was angry 
about it.

Tonight we’re staying with Meredith and 
Todd Harte. Meredith saw us busy with the 
construction process yesterday and offered us 
tea and biscuits. She then offered us a place  
to stay, so that we didn’t have to return to  
New York by train after a long day’s work. 
We’re welcome to stay in their charming 
wooden house whenever we want.









— 12 October

We’re busy working at Maureen’s apartment 
and this is the very last day of painting in 
Bohlmann Towers. We’ve enjoyed it so much 
that we think it’s a shame it’s coming to an 
end. At Maureen’s place we also feel hugely 
welcome. While throwing the dice and 
painting we eat papaya and she puts on gospel 
music for us. Her cats Jacky and Elvis purr  
as they sit there watching. The painting 
has a special significance for Maureen, who 
witnessed how it emerged throughout the 
process. As all the sections are different and 
unpredictable in their colour and shape, your 
eye cannot gain a grip and the panels of colour 
seem to escape repeatedly. Maureen identifies 
with the painting and feels that for her the 
message is: “Whatever happens, they can’t 
box me in.”

The painting also helps her in a very 
practical way. She has been trying to quit 
smoking for a long time, and because she 
doesn’t want the painting in her living room 
to get dirty she will now only smoke in the 
bedroom, so she’s smoking much less. She 
now calls the bedroom the ‘sin room’, and 
if she can manage it she will stop smoking 
altogether. She has made an attractive little 
table to place underneath the painting, on 
which she has placed her Bible study books 
and dried roses in a glass. It’s like a little altar.

She says that she has spiritual 
experiences with her painting, which she calls 
‘annunciations’. It touches us deeply and we 
are genuinely moved that art can evoke such  
a response.







— 1 November 

Today is the stage’s official opening. Ms. Rainey’s 
grandson, André ‘Noodle’ Rainey, is the 
groovy and charismatic MC and has set up 
chairs and a sound system next to the stage. 
Anasia and Anastasia from the Youth Bureau 
punch their way out of the round hole covered 
with paper and giggle their way through 
a short opening speech. The large mirror 
reflects a clear blue sky as a backdrop for the 
line-up of local performers: musicians, singers 
and poets, interspersed with moving speeches 
by Emerson and Wilfredo. 

The full-page article has been published 
in The New York Times and, very creditably, 
includes a photo in of Emerson next to  
his painting. It’s a great day to celebrate our 
cooperation and from today the stage officially 
belongs to the neighbourhood.

On 5 December, Noodle will organize a grand  
neighbourhood party with a three-hour musical 
programme performed by local artists.





— 26 November

Today it’s Thanksgiving and we’ve been 
invited to the Rainey family’s home. We feel  
honoured. We’ve never experienced 
Thanksgiving before and we have no idea 
what to expect. It’s convivial and packed with 
family and friends. Neighbours pop in and out 
and there are huge amounts of homemade 
traditional food. We’re sitting in the living 
room in a circle and take turns to state what 
we’re grateful for at this moment in our lives. 
We think it’s a beautiful and touching ritual 
to say that out loud in the midst of your loved 
ones.

We’re deeply grateful that we’re here, 
with this hospitable family that doesn’t really 
know us but was nevertheless willing to share 
this day with us. And we’re grateful for the 
time we’ve spent in the homes of strangers 
here in Peekskill over recent months.

After this serious moment it’s time for 
food and the presents game. We take turns 
throwing a dice and whoever throws a six is 
allowed to choose a wrapped-up present from 
the stack. And as the evening drew in we 
started dancing, a dance-off that was far and 
away the most difficult part of the day for  
these European artists with two left feet.

On our way home we think back to how we  
initially had doubts about the title for our  
project: Welcome Stranger. But we couldn’t 
have come up with something more appropriate. 
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Paul Robeson on stage surrounded by a bodyguard of World 
War II veterans, in the vicinity of Peekskill, 4 September 1949.
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