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Dear Stranger

by Anastasia Palmer

I think the main lesson I learned from school was 
that it was not acceptable to be different from my 
classmates. I realised this when I was around 10 

years old, and through that realisation began the slow 
and confusing process of hiding my anthroposophical 
background, the fact that I lived in a Camphill 
community and that in a country so divided by religion 
(Ireland) I was neither Catholic nor Protestant, I was 
part of The Christian Community (a movement for 
Christian renewal). 
 In 2003 I was 14 years old and had just begun at a 
boarding school in Ireland, I was extremely athletic, 
almost to the point of obsession, I was smart, in the 
higher level of all of my classes and I was popular at 
school. Looking back, the people at this new school 
were actually very friendly and I think that they would 
not have cared if they knew my background, but I 
never took the chance. Instead I showed them my fake 
personality that I had crafted and wore well. It was 
after about three months at that school that I started to 
spiral away from the path I was frantically hammering 
together for myself and my future. I suddenly had no 
energy and soon was at home in my bed with glandular 
fever and then in hospital for one week with Quinsy (a 
severe and rare form of tonsillitis). 
 My physical well-being had collapsed and I was 
brought back home and told I would need three months 
in bed. I had energy for nothing, I was in a lot of pain 
and I was emotionally numb. A year later I had still not 
managed to properly get out of bed; I had tried to go 
back to school but my attempts always left me feeling 
physically worse than before and I had no idea why. I 
was aware that something dramatic had happened to me 
and my body and I had the feeling that I would never be 
the same again. Having never heard of someone with 
a chronic illness before, my only conclusion was that I 
now had ‘special needs’ in a similar way to the people 
I had grown up with in Camphill. Yet mostly I was too 
tired to think very deeply about my life, I just cried a lot, 
I was confused, hurt and filled with longing. 
 I didn’t recognise that I had things called “symptoms” 
I didn’t know that anything like that existed, that a body 
could show a series of signs that lead to a diagnosis of a 
disease. But when my mother and I went to the hospital 
for an appointment with a paediatrician and I told him 

what I felt like, he was able to gather my words into 
a group of symptoms that make up a disease called 
Myalgic Encephalomyelitis, or M.E. He told me that it 
could take ten years to recover but that as it is a chronic 
illness I should expect to be ill for life. 
 I can’t remember so clearly what it was like to sit in 
his office being told that, I can’t remember anything of 
the car ride home with my mother; did we talk about 
it? I can only remember that when we came back to 
our house in the community I pushed open the big 
front doors and my Dad was there with eyes shining in 
curiosity and arms ready to take me in and hear what I 
was told. How painful to look back and remember that 
he had no idea about what I would say, and that for him 
there was still hope, yet for me the future had been set 
and, as his daughter, I had to tell him. I didn’t look in 
his eyes, maybe I let him hug me, I said “I have M.E” 
and then before much else could be spoken I went to my 
room. 
 I remember that when I got to my room I felt empty 
of thoughts and feelings, I just stood around for some 
time feeling blank. And then for some reason it felt 
obvious to me that I needed to write, though this was 
not very usual for me. I got a piece of paper and without 
thinking why I was doing it I wrote ‘Dear Stranger’ at 
the top of the page and then proceeded to write a letter 
to this ‘dear stranger’. That night when I was in bed I 
had a dream-like experience and in it I was told that I 
would write a book called Dear Stranger. As a child I 
had sometimes heard the same voice that I heard in that 
‘dream’ speaking to me, and I recognised it immediately. 
It is an older woman, though she feels ageless, and she 
speaks from very far away with just a few words that 
express precisely what she means. I woke up to write 
the message down on a piece of paper and fell asleep 
again. I had never had the idea to write a book before 
and I had never had the wish to make my personal life 
open but it was an incredibly clear message and I trusted 
in it enormously, so I wrote the book. 
 I understood from the dream that the letter I had 
written to this ‘Stranger’ when I came back from the 
hospital was the first page of the book. And that I was 
free to continue in this way, simply writing letters 
expressing my thoughts and feelings during this time 
in my life when there was so much to say and no one I 
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felt I could say it to. I knew that my only task for now 
was to write and I need not think about it being a book, 
that could come later. I took this on with what one could 
call a careless seriousness, I had the wish to follow this 
dream but not the energy to do it in a structured and 
careful way. I wrote on any bits of scrap paper then left 
it scattered around the room until at some point I had 
energy enough to gather them and put them in a pile 
somewhere. Writing was not easy to do without energy, 
it came out as something closer to scribbling. My 
sentences were unstructured, with hardly any commas 
or full stops, there were no paragraphs or dates, I didn’t 
think about writing well or of the overall flow of the 
book. I just came to the page when I felt like it, started 
each time with the words ‘Dear Stranger’  and let 
come what wanted to come. As I didn’t know exactly 
what kind of book it would be I saved everything I 
did, whether it was a poem, a small doodle, a scribbled 
poetic sentence or a pathetic sentence.
 I spoke to almost no one about what I was feeling and 
experiencing. I didn’t tell them how my body hurt, how 
confused I was, how filled I was with self-hatred and 
how sorry I was that I had had to leave the world I had 
once shared with family and friends. I didn’t tell them 
that I had not been myself since I was 10 years old and 
that now, through illness, I was finding my way forward.
So I told this ‘Stranger’ instead, which I both loved and 
hated doing. I hated this because I could not share with 
anyone but an empty page and yet I loved that I had this 
empty page to share with as I felt I could not share with 
anyone else. I could feel in writing that I was constantly 
being invited to go further into my thoughts, deeper into 
my sharing, I was being asked to lay open on the page 
without the borders and masks I was used to making. 
 I wrote Dear Stranger for about two years. In those 
letters a journey took place, a journey towards my true 
self, the unravelling of what I had created as myself and 
the world and my part in it, to a place where I could 
start to look in truth at who I am and what the world 
is and what my part is in it. There were many layers to 
go through and I was being challenged constantly by 
further diagnoses, by my relationships to people, by my 
discoveries in art therapy, by my questions that I had to 
ask and the painful confrontations I met within myself 
daily.
 I could not always write when I wanted to, sometimes 
I had too little energy and sometimes the things I wanted 
to say felt too big. But I tried to bring Dear Stranger 
with me as much as possible, or one could say that Dear 
Stranger tried to bring me as much as possible, through 
this journey. 
 My relationship with Dear Stranger ended not long 
after my illness did. I had had the feeling for half a 
year that something exciting was going to happen, an 
energy was building up inside me and it seemed to be 
saying that health was coming. I didn’t know whether 

it was inner or outer health, but by that point it didn’t 
matter which, because I already understood that my 
inner health was worth more than my physical health. 
The path to wellness was not in the least a gentle ride. 
I fell my furthest before I stood again and even when 
I stood with full strength in my muscles it was many 
years before I actually felt healthy. Apparently the brain 
is the last part to recover after M.E and I experienced 
this as very difficult to deal with. I had legs stronger 
than most people but I could drop like a leaf after a 
tiring conversation.
 On my 18th birthday my parents gave me a computer 
with which to write out my story. In the same month I took 
my new computer, my new healthy body and my huge 
suitcase of Dear Stranger letters to England where I was 
to be a volunteer in a Camphill community in Devon. 
There I set myself the task of typing up the letters in my 
free time. These letters were often almost unreadable 
and sometimes it was very hard to accept that I was the 
one who wrote with that screaming handwriting written 
over thousands of pages. Often I found what I read to be 
so pathetically vulnerable, honest, pain-filled and true, 
when at that time I would rather have believed that I had 
been heroic, noble and brave. Most of those letters went 
in the bin, as did the many letters that were completely 
unreadable. After six months at this community I went 
to Emerson College in Sussex, England for one year and 
again, in my little spare time, I continued to type up the 
letters. Finally, before leaving, I was able to make a fire 
with two friends, burning everything that had been my 
original, true relationship to Dear Stranger. 
 I then moved to Dublin to work in the city, and I 
tried to enter into the next phase of the work with the 
book, which was organising the texts chronologically, 
but I could not find the ability in me to do it. I later 
went to Järna in Sweden for a one year course at the 
Rudolf Steiner Seminar called The Youth Initiative 
Program (YIP), where I continued to try to structure 
Dear Stranger, but was still unable to sort through and 
make sense of the thousands of pages I had written.
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 At New Year, when we turned to 2009, I was at home 
with my parents in Ireland and I found an old folder 
of my handwritten letters to Dear Stranger that hadn’t 
made it to the fire at Emerson College. I read some pages. 
What I read caused a very strong reaction in me and my 
feeling was that it was rubbish. That I had been a stupid 
little girl and even more stupid for wasting so much time 
and energy writing the book in the first place. A wave 
of regret and annoyance fell over me and I experienced 
so much in the few seconds of that moment. I felt anger 
that I had been fooled by a “message in a dream” that 
I had believed in it so strongly and that I had given, by 
then, five years of attention to it and that I hadn’t once 
stopped to really read what was written there and ask 
myself whether it was worth it. 
 I can really get to boiling point at times and with this 
‘hot-head’ I went outside and was just walking around 
with my thoughts blazing. At some point I passed the 
window of my bedroom and, in my imagination, I 
suddenly saw my younger self, this girl who had written 
those letters and had been led to health with the support 
of those letters. I saw her sad dark eyes staring at me 
sorrowfully, deeply hurt by my thoughts towards her 
and how I was misunderstanding what had for her been 
a beautiful relationship. My anger dropped immediately 
and in that moment I made a decision: I would dedicate 
myself fully to this book, I would take all the time needed 
for it and would follow to the best of my ability what it 
asked of me. I would listen and from the listening learn 
what the next step was. 
 I went to Lanzarote in the Canary Islands where 
friends of my family have a house and I spent one 
month, mostly alone, in the vast, volcanic landscape 
with a deep valley that accompanied me beautifully in 
my daily walks. I was suddenly in a completely new 
phase of my life, which I described as falling to my knees 
in view of life itself. It was the beginning of a very rich 
journey. There, for the first time I put Dear Stranger in 
order and read the book from beginning to end. I lay on 
the floor pouring my tears out for my mother who, in 
those years of my illness, lost her daughter to a silent 
wall. I felt the incredible enormity, the complexity and 
the madness that is M.E, an illness that, though I have 
experienced it myself, I have no way of explaining, no 
way of truly understanding yet. I saw the depth of my 
journey’s sorrow, and the height of my journey’s joy; 
how close I was to the spiritual world in both. And I felt 
for the first time that I could look at my past and accept 
that this had been my story and even feel gratitude for 
it. That time in Lanzarote was what made the next four 
years of my work with Dear Stranger possible. In the 
journal I kept whilst there I wrote “I am dancing with 
my soul self”– and it was wonderful to do so, we were 
celebrating. 
 With my ordered text of Dear Stranger on my 
computer I came back to central Europe, this time to 

Dornach in Switzerland, where I lived for six months 
at the Youth Section (run at the Goetheanum, the world 
centre for the Anthroposophical Society) as a kind of 
‘house mother’ with a friend of mine. We looked after 
the house, cooked for conferences and helped the Youth 
Section leader, Elizabeth Wirsching. I had always 
known that I wanted to self-publish my book so that 
nobody could say that it was not written well, that there 
was no plot, no flow, and that there is no such word 
as “confusment”! I knew it was perfect the way it was 
because it is raw, it is a teenage voice that wants to be 
heard and an editor could easily drown out that voice. 
So I started looking for a place that could print it and I 
found one close by where they used recycled ink and 
paper, which I liked the idea of. We talked about prices, 
which didn’t concern me too much, and then we talked 
about time. They said that it would take two days or 
something ridiculous like that. I was in shock. I asked 
myself what would happen if I had the money to do that 
and then two days later had 2,000 or so books called 
Dear Stranger sitting with me. I wouldn’t have a notion 
what to do with them, because there was not a chance 
that I would let anyone read them!
 With that I got sick with the ‘flu and I lay in bed 
thinking about what is it that turns my private thoughts 
and feelings into something open and shared? What 
makes my letters private right now, yet I know they are 
supposed to be a book? And finally what makes a book 
a book? Well the last question I couldn’t answer myself 
so I asked Google and this led me to a world I had never 
heard of before – letterpress printing. This was the 
first form of moveable type, invented by Gutenberg in 
Germany in the 15th century. It didn’t exactly answer my 
question about what a book is but it certainly inspired 
me. For one week I lay in bed, snotty nosed, coughing, 
sneezing, and absolutely ecstatic! I knew, without ever 
having seen a printing press or having a clue about the 
length of time it takes to hand-set even a single sentence, 
that this would be the way I make my book. And I did. 
 I had my first look at a printing press in Basel, 
Switzerland (close by to Dornach) at a place called the 
Basel Paper Mill, the Swiss Museum of writing, printing 
and paper. I walked around this beautiful building with 
legs like jelly and my heart hammering with excitement. 
 That summer I went back to Sweden and, by chance, 
at a fair while queuing for a hotdog, I met someone I 
knew and we got talking. In just a few curious questions 
about each other’s lives we got to the ‘good stuff’ 
and soon she invited me to her exhibition in a gallery 
connected to a graphic studio with a printing press. 
Amazing! I went there and met Olof Sandahl, a Swedish 
artist, teacher and now, in his retirement, the workshop 
master of Kretsen Galleri Södertälje. I asked him if it 
would be possible to make my book in the studio and, in 
a perfect Swedish grandfather way, he said “Yeuuuuus”. 
 At the same time there was a group of others who had 



New View 33

also studied at YIP who wanted to stay living in Järna 
and do Individual Studies, a self created learning path. 
It was for the most part completely separate from YIP, 
a creation of their own, but still within the community 
and network of the Rudolf Steiner Seminar. I moved in 
with them to what we called “The Yellow Submarine”, 
an old empty falling to pieces stinky house. None of us 
had much money but people were very generous to us, 
we got materials to paint and fix up the house, we got 
furniture and kitchen stuff and we often, even got food. 
Living together with people and sharing an intention 
gave a lot towards my individual process, it would have 
been very different to work on this book in Sweden, or 
anywhere else, alone. 
 When I began to set and print Dear Stranger it was 
truly extraordinary. It is for sure a crazy way to print a 
book from any modern perspective, but it made total 
sense for me. To set the pages I stood at a high desk with 
a tray of individual lead letters in front of me with what’s 
called a composing stick in my left hand. I picked up each 
letter and set it into the composing stick, upside down 
and left to right, in 8pt Baskerville, which is very small. 
[Baskerville is a style of typeface and 8pt – or 8 point – 
refers to the size of the type on the page. For example 
New View is set in 11pt Times. -Ed] Then when I had 
created six pages, which was the amount that could fit 
on the press and on my paper, I was ready to print. I 
rolled each paper by hand through the printing press. I 

was standing right there, with my private words as they 
became pressed with black ink deeply into each page 
and made open to the world. Then I stood again at the 
high desk with the tray in front of me undoing each of the 
frames from which the pages had been printed, putting 
each lead letter back in the right place. What a process! 
What a way to feel the energy of those words! I had read 
them so many times on the computer by that point, but 
it had not been real reading. With hand-setting I had the 
opportunity to feel the truth of what was written, to go 
past the word and into the emotion that I had felt, the 
picture of the situation I had described and the birth of the 
realisations I was coming to. 
 This process felt like a dance and I did that dance for 
two years. I became quite good at hand-setting, which 
is the most time-consuming part of the work and I got 
into the rhythm of the printing. During the last half year 
I gave myself the aim to be finished before Christmas 
so that I could read the book (though it was still loose 
pages) during the Holy nights. At that time I was only 
halfway through the book, but by working mostly 13 
hour days I was able to reach my goal. After Christmas 
I worked from home for two months (I was then living 
on an island by the sea near Järna) making the woodcuts 
that would accompany the text of Dear Stranger. This 
was a very special time as I have a strong connection to 
my drawings and I loved it to work with them. As with 
letterpress printing I had also never made a woodcut 
before, but I came up with a technique that suited the 
style I wanted, and soon had a stack of around 100 
woodcuts ready for printing. 
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 I was now in the last months of the creating part of 
Dear Stranger and it became really intense. In early 
Spring 2013, I had set the date of the Book Opening 
for the 29th of June. To reach that target I needed to run 
almost every page through the press again to print in 
the woodcuts, I needed to cut and fold each page and 
I needed to put the books together, ready for binding. 
But I was on ‘fire’, full of energy and enthusiasm and 
it was a lot of fun. Until this point in the project I had 
done everything by myself, but now it became clear that 
I needed help and friends were so ready to offer this. 
They came to help print in the woodcuts, they came to 
order the pages into books, and they came to do the last 
check that each page was in the correct place and to 
see that there were no pages with serious damage. And 
finally they came to pack the organised, but unbound, 
pages into a car for a drive down to Switzerland where 
I had begun - The Basel Paper Mill. I had of course 
thought I would do the bookbinding myself, but as it is 
such an important part of the book I felt the task needed 
to be passed on. The Mill would not normally take on 
such big projects but the bookbinder Martin Schwab 
was very moved by what I had done and wanted to be 
part of it. So much so that he came by train with the first 
20 books to the Book Opening in June. 
 As I write now it is over a year since the Book 
Opening and I am in a new part of the project, which 
is the distribution of Dear Stranger. I have printed 
230 copies of Dear Stranger and I realised towards 
the end of this project that I have made this book as a 
gift, for my own life and for the lives of others. With 
this as my starting point my intention is to divide the 
books between three groups – individuals, libraries and 
museums. With individuals the book is in movement, 
being passed from person to person as a gift. I give it 
to someone, they read it and, when they have taken the 
time they wish with the book, they pass it on to a person 
of their choice as a gift. In this way Dear Stranger can 
travel far and to unexpected places. In libraries (public, 
university or community) they can be borrowed as any 
other book, which is a wonderful way to allow it to be 
read by many people and have a fixed place, a home for 
it, at the same time. And, finally, in museums where the 
craft work of the book can be recognised and the book 
can be introduced to those interested and then borrowed 
from a library, if they wish. 
 I am now preparing to travel in central Europe, the 
UK and Ireland, introducing the book to libraries and 
museums. I hope to also hold readings, have small 
exhibitions and perhaps even events. This travel is also 
a fundraising trip, currently only half of the books have 
been bound as the cost for binding is quite high and I am 
not able to personally pay for the cost. I do not wish to 
earn any profit from Dear Stranger, but I have created a 
fundraising system within the distribution of the books 
that should pay for the bookbinding. 

 In the last years the main focus and excitement about 
Dear stranger has been the way it is made. It has been 
more than 100 years since anyone has hand-set such a 
large book- there are easier ways even with letterpress. 
Now though, in my travels, I am looking forward to 
bringing the actual theme of Dear Stranger into focus, 
because it is for that theme that I made it in this way. I 
see Dear Stranger as a very raw and personal account of 
what I thought, felt and experienced from the diagnosis 
of an illness until the recovery of an illness. And I find 
it to be a special book as it is written in the present tense 
while I was a teenager, which I believe needs to be 
heard, because as an adult one can easily forget that the 
world looks entirely different when you are a teenager. I 
want to share what were the consequences of adults not 
realising that a teenager has a different reality, and how 
it feels to have an illness that not many people believe 
in (in Ireland M.E is not listed as an illness; in most 
countries it is a very controversial topic). I also feel that 
the way that illness is typically viewed is very harmful 
to the human being, it is often isolating and impersonal. 
In my experience, illness was the point in my life where 
I was offered the chance to change, to become healthy. 
In a sense I feel that I was ill long before I got M.E 
and this disease gave me the chance to heal. In Dear 
Stranger I have not written of any magic cures, or 
prescribed a path to health, I have only shared the way 
that I took which was right for me and brought me in the 
first place to an inner healing. 
 I have spent 11 years working with Dear Stranger 
and it has been an honour to walk the path it has led 
me to. I have gone through a huge transformation with 
it, both in the writing of it and later in the printing. I 
have discovered the sensitivity and delicacy of art, 
learnt how to listen to and trust my intuition and I have 
met wonderful people through it. I am deeply moved by 
the outcome of this project and hope that it has a good 
continuation of its journey in the world without me. 
 There are already many individuals with a copy of 
Dear Stranger, and slowly they are being put on the 
shelves of libraries; I recently gifted a copy to the 
Goetheanum library, the public library of Amsterdam, 
and sold one to the University library of Basel. I have 
also sold a book to one museum so far, a book museum 
called Meermanno in The Hague, Netherlands. And as I 
travel in the next months there will be many more books 
in the world. Details of where the books are and how 
one can obtain a book are written on my website, as 
well as videos from the printing and some photographs: 
www.dearstranger.se


