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HAPPY BUS. Yann + Shoe USA, Amsterdam 1985. Photo Rob Alderlieste



URBAN HERITAGE URBAN HERITAGE#09 OCTOBER 20214 5

BUILD UP 
BRAND 

AWARENESS

ONE HAPPY FAMILY

‘HEY THERE... CAN IT BE DONE THERE...’. SHOE USA, AMSTERDAM 1985. Photo: Rob Alderlieste

THE VISUAL POWER OF LETTERS ON THE FRONT OF MELLOW YELLOW. Amsterdam 1972

The first coffeeshop in the Netherlands was established in 1968 in Utrecht and was named  

Sarasani, after the East German circus Sarasani. Nevertheless, Mellow Yellow, opened in 1972 

in a squat on the Weesperzijde in Amsterdam, is generally regarded as the first real coffeeshop  

where soft drugs could be legally sold and smoked. The name Mellow Yellow referred to the 1966 

song by Donovan in which he sang of the mind-altering effects of smoking dried banana peels. 

We had little trouble with the police. Also because, of course,  
we had a cautious policy. We were only open after 6 p.m.,  
we didn’t advertise, there were no weed leaves on the door 
Wernard Bruining, squatter and founder Mellow Yellow

Graffiti and coffeeshops
At the end of the 1970s, coffeeshops 
shot up like mushrooms. The supply of 
mind-altering substances was huge 
and the demand much greater. Some 
shops became famous because of 
their location in a tourist area or 
because of the visits of international 
stars, such as the coffeeshop 
‘The Bulldog’, founded in 1975. 

After Mellow Yellow, Steve Brown 
founded the coffeeshop group ‘The 
Happy Family’ in 1979 at the age of 
25. Formally, this was a foundation for 
sheltering marginalized youth, which 
received an annual subsidy of 
180,000 guilders from the municipal-
ity of Amsterdam. That the money 

was ultimately spent more on the 
development of the group than on 
shelter is a well-known fact. That  
The Happy Family coffeeshop used  
a more underground strategy to 
build up brand awareness than 
the tourist shops around the squares 
of Amsterdam is nicely shown in the 
documentary “Kroonjuwelen”.

Hashish in the glove 
compartment
In the documentary Kroonjuwelen 
SHOE tells the inside story about the 
many Happy Family pieces 
that popped up in the streets of 
Amsterdam in the mid-80s: “Then I 
drove with the guy from The Happy 
Family in his BMW, where there was 

a thick slice of hashish in the glove 
compartment, just through the city. 
And then he said “hey there... can it 
be done there... of course it can, it will 
cost you 500 guilders”. That same 
night there was a Happy Family piece 
on the wall. Those were just cowboy 
practices and actually the first link 
to advertising or something, but of 
course that is graffiti anyway”.

That more coffee shops embraced 
the power and attitude of graffiti  
is shown by the various pieces  
that appeared on the streets of 
Amsterdam mid 80s: Spaceland, 
Bulldog, Prix D’ami, Rusland.

“
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HAPPY FAMILY. Joker USA, Amsterdam 1985

VARIOUS COFFEESHOP PIECES THAT APPEARED ON THE STREETS. Amsterdam 1985

HAPPY FAMILY. Shoe USA, Amsterdam 1985

DES CREW. Badge and Same (The Hague), Hengelo 1989. Photo: Badge

BLACKBOOK. BADGE, HENGELO 1989. PHOTO: BADGE

Those were just cowboy practices and actually the first link to 
advertising or something, but of course that is graffiti anyway 
Shoe USA in the documentary Krooonjuwelen

“

A t the end of the 
80s, graffiti culture 
celebrated its 
heyday in many 
cities, towns and 

villages. By the first zines such  
as  Freestyle Magazine it  
became clear that graffiti and  
the development of styles was 
not only reserved for writers  
from the larger cities such 
as Amsterdam, Rotterdam 
and Utrecht, but took place 
throughout the Netherlands. 
So too in the (former) industrial 
town of Hengelo.

Dutch Railway Company had 
introduced the ‘Tienertourkaart’, 
which allowed, mostly young, 
writers to ‘use’ the complete 
railway system for four days 
for 40 guilders (approx. 20 euro's).

The possibility of travelling 
across the country brought 
writers into contact with each 
other in surprising places and in 
smaller and less obvious towns. 
On these day trips, blackbooks 
were put on the copy machine, 
addresses and photos were 
exchanged, pieces were set and 
the foundation for friendship  
was laid. 

Many times, well before we 
started Dutch Graffiti Library, 
we went out on our own with a 
‘Tienertourkaart’ in our pocket. 
Then the train journey from  
North Holland to Hengelo was 
often on the list. It was always 
worthwhile to see pieces by the 
writers from this border region. 
That these writers developed 
a distinctive own style was a  
fact. Writers such as Badge, 
Shoa, Scuem, Same and Demo 
represented the region and 
showed in the late 80s that 
good quality and stylish work 
came from Twente.

CANS, CASH 
& BUBBLES

SURPRISING PLACES

HAPPY FAMILY. Joker USA, Amsterdam 1985
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UNTOLD STORY 
OF THE 

UNDERGROUND

ROTTERDAM 1986

ARENA. West Kruiskade 16, Rotterdam 1986

Y ou have mail
“I had a graffiti done 
in the 80s by what I 
thought were promis-
ing graffiti artists at 

the time. The name on it is ERAS. It 
hangs from the roof of our garden 
house and I am not going to take 
it down until there is interest. The 
graffiti is made on a 4 mm muliplex 
sheet attached to a wooden frame. 
The size is 1.25 x 2.50 meters. 
I suspect that it is possibly one of 
the only remaining graffiti works from 
the early years of the then emerging 
graffiti culture in Rotterdam. At the 
time I worked in the hip hop record 
store Streetsounds on the Binnenweg 
and organized the first hip hop 
festival in Rotterdam where graffiti 
artists were able to put up their 
graffiti on 20 wooden plates that we 
had placed at the entrance. However, 
this got completely out of hand and 
the whole building was sprayed up 
to 4 meters high. Including a very 
nice picture of the Statue of Liberty 
of NY”, Peter van Wijngaarden.

More than interested, we get in touch. 
After some emailing back and forth, 
we make an appointment and travel 
to Belgium to see the panel ‘that 
hangs from the roof of our garden 
house’ with our own eyes. After a long 
drive and some crawl through routes 
to have taken we landed in front of a 
house which is somewhat hidden 
between tall trees and large shrubs. 
That a garden house is more than 
necessary to store all your necessary 
herbicides seems obvious, but it does 
not look like a place where we will find 
original Rotterdam graffiti heritage.

Appearances are deceiving
After ringing the bell at the gate, a 
man of respectable age appears 
and gives us, accompanied by his 
dog, friendly access to his residence. 
Together we walk around the house 
and yes, there is a graffiti panel on 
the front of a garden house. ‘I must 
have taken it off the roof, it looks a 
bit easier,’ says Peter.

When we come closer we see a 
panel with an ERAS piece. That this 
is unmistakably from the mid-80s 
is proven by the style, the use of 
color and the fill-in. We express 
our enthusiasm and continue our 
conversation inside. Then, over a 
cup of tea, another addition follows.

“I have also found in my attic the 
original poster of the hip hop festival 
in Rotterdam where this ERAS graffiti 
was made. The poster was hung in 
numerous places in 1986 where youth 
and culture were important. And 
furthermore another graffiti from the 
same time. On paper and with a few 
tears left and right but in a frame you 
will not see much of that anymore. 
This was made by a group of boys 
from Rotterdam locals of Surinamese 
descent, who brought it to the record 
store where I worked,” says Peter.

We talk extensively about youth 
culture in Rotterdam in the mid-80s, 
the experience of hip hop and the 
New York state of mind that 
characterizes the city. The unique 
items that Peter hands over to 
Dutch Graffiti Library illustrate, as far 
as we are concerned, a wonderful 
untold story of the underground.    

STREET SOUNDS. ONE NIGHT NEW YORK IN ROTTERDAM. 
Poster by Peter van Wijngaarden. Collection Dutch Graffiti Library

The summer of 2021 is approaching and an article about Dutch Graffiti Library has just been 

published in an Amsterdam newspaper and online. That this does not go unnoticed is 

evident from the reactions we have received, both positive and critical and negative. 

We had not expected that the article would literally stir up dust and bring hidden stories 

back to life. 

The poster was hung in numerous places in 1986 
where youth and culture were important“
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Street culture in those days
“At the time I was working in the hip-hop record store 
Streetsounds on the Binnenweg in Rotterdam. One day 
in early 1986, a group of Rotterdam locals of Surinamese 
descent came in and asked if this graffiti could hang 
there. We promoted street culture in those days and were 
already doing a lot with hip-hop. The WILD STYLE graffiti 
hung there for about a year, then the owner I worked for 
got fed up with it. At the time there was also a lot of writing 

on buildings in the street and the neighborhood some-
times complained about that. I took the graffiti with me 
and kept it in the attic all this time”, Peter van Wijngaarden.

Some inquiries suggest that this WILD STYLE piece was 
made by members of the Crime Masters. An infamous 
group of about 50 writers from Rotterdam in the mid-80s. 
On the back there are tags and names of Spyro, Jerry, 
Patty, CTC, MC J, Fritz.

WILD STYLE. SIZE 70 X 120 CM SPRAYPAINT ON PAPER. Rotterdam 1986. Collection Dutch Graffiti Library

BACK SIDE OF THE WILD STYLE WITH MARKED NEW YORK CITY. Rotterdam 1986. Collection Dutch Graffiti Library

THE PANEL ON WOODEN FRAME. Eras, Rotterdam 1986. Collection Dutch Graffiti Library

THE ROOF IN THE GARDEN HOUSE AND MOSS ON BACK SIDE PANEL

It hangs from the roof of our garden house and I am not going 
to take it down until there is interest“

Furthermore, you could publish the story of me in combination 
with the items, please do mention a name because I am partly 
the author of the poster
Peter van Wijngaarden

“
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LIBRARYART ON THE WALL

THE PIECE IS DONE TWICE; ON A WALL IN AMSTERDAM AND THIS CANVAS. SKETCH IS MADE IN PARIS DURING A VISIT IN 1986 WHEN 
DELTA AND JEZIS MET MODE2 FOR THE FIRST TIME. Delta USA CTK, size 270 x 105 CM. Collection: Dutch Graffiti Library 

DANE

In memoriam and with respect of 
Rafael ‘Dane’ Panizo-Outmans *  
march 29, 1970 † october 25, 2008. 
A God’s Vicious Babies production! 
Hardcover, 92 pages, text in Dutch 
and in an total amount of 200copies. 
Numbered and signed by Rhyme GVB. 
Released in Amsterdam 2021.

dutch-graffiti-library.nl

“MY LIFE” JAMES TOP

Many new art movements have their 
origins in transgression and so it was 
with graffiti. Subway cars and city 
walls became the canvas for kids 
with a can of aerosol paint. In tags 
and masterpieces, they demanded 
attention and acknowledgment. 
The graffiti art created by these 
young people was immediate, 
confrontational, and beautiful. 

James Top grew up as a warrior in 
East New York. Fighting for survival in 
the projects was not a choice, it was 
a reality. With a can of spray paint, 
he created a new identity for himself - 
Jee2. Over and over again, he wrote 
his name on doors, walls, and trains 
indefiance and with pride. The Legend 
began with Jee2. The Odd Partners 
were his crew and its members 
became his brothers. He renamed 
himself as James Top because it 
expressed his roots and hope and 
desire to reach the top in his art 
and in his life. 

His art is iconic; his life is deep 
with meaning. His series, Afrology, 
graphically tells the story of the black 
man in society, a precursor to the 
Black Lives Matter movement. Top’s 
masterpieces in the Graffiti Hall of 
Fame assure his status as a dominant 
force in graffiti art. 

James Top’s optimism about life is 
strong. He is committed to preserving 
and advancing graffiti art. His dream 
- a museum in NYC dedicated to 
graffiti art to acknowledge those 
who came before and encourage 
the graffiti artists of the future.

nycgraffitievents@gmail.com

WILDFIRE 

From the streets and subways of 
Philadelphia and New York all the 
way to the blank walls and trains of 
Australia, graffiti art made its first 
vivid mark on Adelaide in the early 
1980s. As local kids tried their hand with 
a spray can, an underground youth 
scene ignited a raw era of colour, style 
and artistic devotion across the city. 
This new visual language, fuelled by 
music, dance and fashion, engulfed 
neighbourhoods from Noarlunga to 
Gawler and everywhere in between.

‘WILDFIRE’ by David Houston is a 250 
page, hardcover chronicle, featuring 
over 450 full-colour images captured 
on film, masterfully preserved and 
restored. The book is designed and 
published by Puzle Press (Melbourne) 
and authored by local protagonist of 
the subculture David Houston, who’s 
personal insights and documentation 
have allowed for this treasured under-
ground story to finally be revealed.

This is ‘WILDFIRE’, the story of Adelaide’s 
urban art pioneers – the precursor 
to the spawning of today’s Street Art 
movement. Never before has a 
South Australian book captured and 
chronicled a collision of social history, 
extreme and exhilarating youth 
subculture quite like this – it’s not to 
be missed.

puzlepress.com

URBAN HERITAGE by Dutch Graffiti Library FREQUENCY monthly CONTACT info@dutch-graffiti-library.nl LOCATION De Hallen Amsterdam, DENIM City, 
Hannie Dankbaarpassage 22, 1053 RT Amsterdam ADVERTISMENT sanne@dutch-graffiti-library.nl - www.dutch-graffiti-library.nl

That displaying graffiti in a Rotterdam record store is not only reserved for Streetsounds 

describes this article which was partly taken from Het Vrije Volk of January 13, 1989. Coincidentally, 

more recent to be exact about two years ago we also got the chance to take over a Delta piece 

on canvas. “I don’t know what it was made for anymore...”, says the Dutch Master.

ROTTERDAM 1989 - The first 
stretch of the Nieuwe 
Binnenweg seems to 
specialize in record stores 
since the mid-80s. In a row 

there we find De Platenboef, Vriends, 
the Free Record Shop, the Jazz-Inn, 
Midtown Records and Tinsel Town.

Tinsel Town distinguishes itself from 
its neighbors with “a little art on the 
wall, we’re not afraid of that kind of 
thing either. If you can’t find your 
record, then you still have something 
to look at,” says Ronald Molendijk 
the driving force behind the store.

The art part is taken care of by Arno. 
He says: “The intention is that the 
top of Dutch graffiti writers will be 
displayed here, picked straight from 
the street and the train.” However, 
the graffiti writers may not tag all 
over the walls of Tinsel Town. It’s all 
about graffiti on canvas. “In Holland, 
it’s passé in the mainstream art 
world,” Arno knows. “That may be 
so, but on the street it certainly isn’t. 
Half of the Netherlands doesn’t know 
what graffiti is. We want to show 
here that it’s more than just a mess. 
It has its own rules. It’s a separate 
little world and Ithink it’s just art, or 
at least artistic.”

Arno points out that there are 
virtually no venues in the Netherlands 
where graffiti writers can exhibit. 
“And if it is possible once, they 
attract people from New York who 
are already almost in wheelchairs. 
The Netherlands is in the top 
three of countries that propose 
something in the field of graffiti. 
What hangs here now is by Delta 
from Amsterdam.”

INSIDE TINSEL TOWN. Rotterdam, 1989



figure stands aprox. 17cm tall. limited edition of 20


