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About the Book

John Craske, a Norfolk fisherman, was born in 1881 and in 1917, when he had just turned thirty-six, he fell seriously ill. For the rest of his life he kept moving in and out of what was described as ‘a stuporous state’. In 1923 he started making paintings of the sea and boats and the coastline seen from the sea, and later, when he was too ill to stand and paint, he turned to embroidery, which he could do lying in bed. His embroideries were also the sea, including his masterpiece, a huge embroidery of The Evacuation of Dunkirk.


Very few facts about Craske are known, and only a few scattered photographs have survived, together with accounts by the writer Sylvia Townsend Warner and her lover Valentine Ackland, who discovered Craske in 1937. So – as with all her books – Julia Blackburn’s account of his life is far from a conventional biography. Instead it is a quest which takes her in many strange directions – to fishermen’s cottages in Sheringham, a grand hotel fallen on hard times in Great Yarmouth, and to the isolated Watch House far out in the Blakeney estuary; to Cromer and the bizarre story of Einstein’s stay there, guarded by dashing young women in jodhpurs with shotguns.


Threads is a book about life and death and the strange country between the two where John Craske seemed to live. It is also about life after death, as Julia’s beloved husband Herman, a vivid presence in the early pages of the book, dies before it is finished.
 

In a gentle meditation on art and fame; on the nature of time and the fact of mortality; and illustrated with Craske’s paintings and embroideries, Threads shows, yet again, that Julia Blackburn can conjure a magic that is spellbinding and utterly her own.


About the Author

Julia Blackburn has written six books of non-fiction, a family memoir, The Three of Us, which won the 2009 J.R. Ackerley Award, and two novels, The Book of Colour and The Leper’s Companions, both of which were shortlisted for the Orange Prize. She lives in Suffolk and Italy.
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Unless otherwise specified, all paintings and embroideries are by John Craske. All photographs of Craske’s work were taken by Andi Sapey, unless otherwise stated.
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The individual is only an insignificant thread in an immense and miraculous pattern.

Albert Einstein, October 26, 1929

Sunshine in the garden, I eat cherries instead of thinking.

From my notebook, August 2013


1

Punchline


I am sorry to say my husband has had a bad turn again he is just coming out of it and will write you as soon as he is able.

(LETTER FROM LAURA CRASKE TO ELIZABETH WADE WHITE, 2 SEPTEMBER 1942)



I’ll begin with a joke. I first heard it ages ago, and since then it has rumbled around inside my head as bright and vivid as a little film that plays in an endless loop of repetition. It’s a rather odd joke but I think it says something about the confusions of linear time.

A soldier is asked, ‘Where is your rifle?’

The soldier replies, ‘It’s like this, sir. I went out into the courtyard and there was my rifle, in the sunshine, leaning against the wall – gone.’

I used to have a dog like that soldier: a corn-stubble-yellow, greyhound-thin dog called Bark because he never did and he would stand and stare at the places where something had once been: a dish where there was food, until it was eaten; a hole from out of which a rabbit emerged, long ago; a patch of earth that held a buried bone, before it was dug up and taken somewhere else.

And now here am I, searching for a man called John Craske, and often all I can find is the evidence of his absence.

Sometimes

I wonder

Why on earth

I have chosen him

Of all people

To write about.
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A Sense of Loss


The whole house was covered with paintings. Doors, mantelpiece, ornaments, everything that had a surface that would take paint, had been used.

(VALENTINE ACKLAND NOTES, 1929)



John Craske was a fisherman who became a fishmonger who became an invalid. He was born in 1881 and in 1917, when he had just turned thirty-six, he fell seriously ill. For the rest of his life he kept moving in and out of what was described as a stuporous state. This state could be so extreme that he was hardly aware of his own existence for months on end, but it could also be more on the surface, which meant he had no real energy in his body, but could still talk softly and quietly and could do things with his hands. There were better times when he could get up and walk about, although as he grew older the better times became increasingly rare.

In 1923, or thereabouts, he started making paintings of the sea and boats on the sea and the coastline seen from the sea. And later, when he was too ill to stand and paint, he created embroideries, which he could do lying in his bed, propped up with cushions, a piece of cloth fixed to a wooden frame in front of him.

I have no idea and no way of finding out how many paintings and embroideries he made; hundreds, I would think, because once he had begun to follow this road it was what he did with almost every waking moment that he had. So far I have traced about sixty and I’m sure others will emerge rather sheepishly from the walls of private houses, from storerooms and cupboards and boxes. The smallest I have seen is a little watercolour of a sailing skiff with a paintbrush flick of red sail, rounding a headland and leaning into the wind, and the man who showed it to me had only just found it, when it dropped out of his grandmother’s prayer book. The biggest is the not-quite-finished embroidery of the Evacuation of Dunkirk, which is just over eleven feet long and twenty-five inches wide.

[image: image]

John Craske might have been famous for what he did, but fame is a haphazard thing that needs to tick certain boxes and fit what is wanted at a certain time, and so although he exhibited in London and New York and was reviewed and talked about while he was alive and shortly after his death, and although examples of his work were collected by people whose opinions seemed to matter, the memory of him has since faded, much as the threads on an embroidery fade when they are exposed to direct sunlight. And because he was not established as an important person, the little scraps of evidence of this man’s particular story got shuffled about from one pile of papers to the next, from one folder to another, and many of them have since been thrown away or casually mislaid.

I cannot find what has been lost, no matter how often I search for it. All I can do is to hold a few facts and images in my mind’s eye and let myself drift in whatever direction I am taken. Maybe that is already a way of getting closer to my subject, because John Craske knew a lot about drifting and I need to keep alongside him.
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FLAT BATTERY

SEPTEMBER 2011


Dear John i am very sorrow to have keeping you wating for me to ancer your letter the reasing is i have been trying to get the number of the ship for you i have arsk old Jarnimay Campil and he did not know what it was

(LETTER TO JOHN CRASKE FROM MR FARROW, C. 1930)



It was Emily who said, ‘What about John Craske?’

I’d never heard of him.

‘He was from here,’ she said, ‘East Anglia. Sheringham, on the coast, although he moved inland later.

‘He was a fisherman who became a painter and embroiderer,’ she said. ‘I think he’s much better than Alfred Wallis down in Cornwall, or at least he’s just as good, a bit different, less savage. Wallis was taken up by Hepworth and Nicholson and all the St Ives lot, but Craske’s been ignored.’

Emily is a painter and the wife of a painter and the daughter of two painters. The long corridors of her mind are filled with all sorts of information about painters and their paintings and she can wander easily from Romanian votives done on glass to Russian miniatures on vellum, from Giotto to Freud via Stanley Spencer and the village he used for the Last Judgment with a gaggle of white geese stretching out their necks towards the hope of eternity, alongside the local butcher and the greengrocer.

Emily told me about the Craskes at The Red House in Aldeburgh, which is only a twenty-minute drive from where I live, and at the Snape Maltings music centre in the next village along, where Jacqueline Du Pré and Rostropovich played the cello and Imogen Holst played the piano and a huge Henry Moore sculpture looks out across the marshes.

‘Sylvia Townsend Warner, the writer,’ said Emily, who is almost as well informed on books as she is on paintings. ‘Lolly Willowes who was a witch and Mr Fortune’s Maggot, you must remember him, the rather creepy missionary in a tropical storm on a South Sea island somewhere, and The Corner That Held Them about medieval nuns who never stop quarrelling, and that’s very good on the Fen landscape, which can’t have changed all that much since the fourteenth century: the grey sea and the huge easterly sky. Warner collected Craske paintings and embroideries. She was very protective of him; she felt she had discovered him, or she and Valentine her partner, who looks a bit like David Cameron, had discovered him and it was a bond between them. She wanted the work to be kept in East Anglia where she felt it belonged and so she gave most of what she had to Peter Pears because she felt he understood her and her love of Craske, when the two of them met in the early 1970s. She died in 1978, I think it was. I know that Peter Pears was genuinely fond of the paintings, but I don’t think he knew what to do with the gift; there was no space for having them on permanent display and they were fragile and difficult and people who saw them often laughed at how primitive they were, how simple. These days they’re mostly hidden away; but I’m sure you could have a look.’

Emily also said there was a Craske embroidery at the Glandford Shell Museum not far from the village of Blakeney on the North Norfolk coast and quite close to Craske’s birthplace. The museum had been built in 1915 by Sir Alfred Jodrell, of the Jodrell Bank telescope-to-observe-the-universe family, and he’d also rebuilt the rest of the village, along with a gloomy Victorian reconstruction of a medieval church as a memorial to his dead mother, just behind the museum. One of the carved bench ends in the church shows Jodrell’s mother’s favourite dog, Nimble, and in his garden at Bayfield Hall there are a total of twenty-six tombstones commemorating the other dogs he had loved.

[image: image]
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Sir Alfred had been collecting shells for almost sixty years and he kept them stored in boxes until the museum was ready to display them. He and his sister Lady Seale, along with his other sister, Mrs Ind, took on the task of arranging them in glass cases and other items began to accumulate alongside them, including ‘a piece of Pompeii’, a sugar bowl used by Elizabeth I, a shrunken head, a fossilised mammoth tooth, the skulls of two albatrosses, their beaks the creamy yellow colour of old amber, and a very fine Neolithic axe head which had emerged out of the sand on the Blakeney estuary. Emily said that when she first visited the museum as a child, Craske’s embroidery Panorama of the North Norfolk Coast stayed in her mind like a vision of a not-quite-lost paradise.

[image: image]

‘You must go there, it’s a cabinet of curiosities, similar to the Pitt Rivers in Oxford, but tiny. Shells everywhere: around the mirrors and as a sort of decorative border on the walls and they’ve got a left-spiralling whelk – the only one ever found in all the world. Everything is higgledy-piggledy in the original cases and the Craske is pinned up above the cabinets all along one side. It must have faded a lot because it’s not protected from the daylight. It’s about twelve feet long and quite narrow and it’s supposed to show the coastline from Cromer as far as Overy Staithe, with harbours and inlets and mudflats and even a shipwreck, although he added all sorts of incorrect details, like a row of pudding-basin hills that certainly don’t belong; and there’s a wonderful rainbow.

‘I don’t think people take embroidery seriously,’ said Emily, her mind now rummaging independently into new territory, ‘or at least they didn’t, especially not when it’s been done by men, but think of sailors’ stitchwork and the Bayeux Tapestry and all those medieval virgins with unicorns in walled gardens filled with flowers and lascivious rabbits.

‘Craske understood the sea,’ said Emily, who has done a lot of sailing and also understands the sea. ‘He really knew how a boat sits on the water, how it moves, what the wind feels like, the swell of the waves, the danger, the isolation.’

I began by telephoning Snape Maltings Concert Hall. Emily knew the general manager because he is married to her friend’s daughter and when I got through to him he was very helpful and a bit apologetic because indeed the work was not on show, but we made an appointment for me to come and have a look.

I went with my daughter-in-law and we waited as we had been told to wait in the postcard and gift shop and then the young man arrived and said he had everything ready for us. He led the way to a curiously claustrophobic complex of rooms that was something to do with the Friends of Snape: where they could gather and drink at a bar and sit on soft armchairs and sofas and where there was very little natural light or artificial light either come to that and no view of the world outside, just a sort of enclosed yard. The Craskes were all ready for inspection, stacked up in a long line, their faces turned to the wall.

The young man said, ‘There you are. I think they are wonderful,’ in a voice that mixed triumph with despair because he clearly didn’t enjoy seeing them like this, so uncared for. He said we could let ourselves out through a back door when we were finished and he explained how we must lock it and take the key back to the gift shop, and then he left us to get on with things.

[image: image]

One by one we turned the pictures round and carried them into the corner of the room that had the most natural light. They were all cheaply framed and one had the glass broken right across it. But never mind: looking at them I felt I was meeting John Craske and learning to see what it was that he saw.

I cannot begin to explain how much the pictures impressed me. They were images of the sea and boats on the sea and the coast seen from a boat, but they were also images of life itself and its precariousness and how we struggle to keep afloat and to stay alive in the face of fear and uncertainty. All these fragile vessels: tossed by waves and sometimes almost engulfed by them, out there in the vastness of the ocean. Some were pinpointed by the angled glare of a lighthouse like the eye of God staring straight at them, others had smoke billowing from their funnels as they tried to plough a way through a storm. I had the sense at once that it was all true: the tilt of a boat in relation to the swell of the waves and the strength of the wind; the rigging, the billowing of the sails. I remembered that Sylvia Townsend Warner had said that John Craske worked with the intensity of someone speaking under oath.

[image: image]All the pictures – both the embroideries and the paintings – were signed in careful capital letters, as if the man who had done them wanted to be able to claim them as his own in case they were stolen or mislaid. None were given titles, but some had the year of their making included on the prow of a boat, beside the boat’s name and registration number.

I had brought my camera with me, but the battery was flat and so my daughter-in-law took some photographs on her mobile phone. They were not good, but they were good enough and I doubt if my camera would have done anything better, especially because I don’t know how to avoid the concentrated dazzle of a flashbulb on glass. When we were done, we put the pictures back in a line, more or less as they had been, with their faces to the wall, then we let ourselves out and locked the door and gave the key to the lady in the gift shop. Then we went and had fishcakes with a poached egg on top in the rather smart café and we flicked through the images on the little screen of the mobile and I felt I had made a beginning.
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What is There

OCTOBER 2011


the ship was lost it was febuay 10 1893 and the number I can not say but i know it was up in the 800 Regester or very near i should say about 782 that as near as i can say.

(LETTER FROM MR FARROW)



As a next step I thought to go and see The Evacuation of Dunkirk. Craske started it in the spring of 1941, after hearing about the Dunkirk landings on the wireless that he kept next to the bed where he lay. He worked as hard as he could, but it was a struggle because of his ill health. Around the middle of August 1943 he was admitted to hospital and he asked for his coloured wools and silks, his darning needles and his embroidery needles and the long cloth roll of the still unfinished embroidery to be brought in with him, but not long after he arrived he lapsed into a coma and died on August 26, which was a Thursday. There was a patch of embroidered sky that still needed to be filled in and I couldn’t help thinking that, in the act of dying, he had leapt through this blank space and into some looking-glass world on the other side.

I had previously got hold of a few photographs of the embroidery, but they were only rather fuzzy details of boats on the sea and bombs falling from aeroplanes and lines of men in uniform moving across the beach towards the thickly stitched edge of the waves that lapped the shore; so I was excited by the prospect of being confronted by the thing in the flesh, as it were.

I knew it had been kept at the Castle Museum in Norwich ever since it was given to them by Laura Craske in 1944. I also knew that over the years it had suffered from moth and damp and general neglect and had only rarely been seen by the public. It was currently stored in the basement of the Textile Department, which was in the process of being moved to another building; but after several phone calls and emails I arranged a time and a date for viewing it.

When I arrived, I was taken to an upstairs library filled with books about the mysterious art of knitting and sewing and cutting and embroidering and its long history and practice. I sat expectantly at a table and after a short wait the woman in charge of my enquiry appeared, wearing white surgical gloves and carrying a large white cardboard box which she set down in front of me. She lifted the lid, which gave out a sad little sigh as the air was released, and she carefully raised the thin sheet of tissue paper that covered what lay beneath.

I was confronted by a piece of embroidery that had once been part of a long strip until the day when it was cut – goodness knows when or by whom – into two sections, perhaps so it could be fitted more easily into the box that held it. However, the embroidery was not by John Craske. It had been made in 1901 by someone called Lorina Bulwer who was an inmate in the Female Lunatic Ward of the Yarmouth Workhouse.

There had clearly been a misunderstanding. I explained that I had been expecting to see The Evacuation of Dunkirk. There was a flurry of apology and explanation. It was in a storeroom and because of the move it couldn’t possibly be brought up at present. Maybe in six months . . . The woman who . . . The box in which . . . Restoration . . . Relocation . . .

The embroidery I had before me would have been nine feet long and eighteen inches wide. It begins with an image of two figures in frock coats and strange hats, free-floating words spinning around them, and then it launches into a long embroidered rant done in black capital letters and without punctuation. Lorina explains that she has been examined by Dr Pinching who found her a properly shaped female. She says, I am Princess Victoria’s daughter . . . I have been to Sandringham Norfolk and admired the gates at the entrance of the limetree walk I see the huntsman dressed in scarlet coat white breeches white top boots high black silk hat . . . a white leather belt round his waist. Her mind spins and soars as she tells of hermaphrodites and eunuchs, of a man who fell head first into a tub of bread dough and of the surrogate Prince of Wales who murdered a woman and ate her with sage and onions.

[image: image]

I was very impressed by the stitched voice of Lorina Bulwer and I thanked the assistant for showing it to me, even though I had no use for it beyond the fact of curiosity. Now more than a year and a half later, I still haven’t had a chance to see Craske’s embroidery, but I gather it has been taken out of storage and is being restored.

What else is there to go by? I’ve got a photocopy of the first page of a letter from him. It’s the only example of his handwriting I’ve so far been able to trace, apart from the stiff signature done in capitals, but the letter is written in pencil on a small piece of lined paper and the quality of the photocopy is so bad that I can hardly read it: he seems to be thanking somebody for something and saying that he doesn’t feel very well and that’s about it; the next page is missing.

As well as the pictures at Snape Maltings, I knew that The Red House in nearby Aldeburgh, which was the home of Peter Pears and Benjamin Britten for many years, also had some work by Craske and a Craske file in their library, which I was eager to see. I made an initial phone call and explained a bit more in an email and I eventually booked an appointment for a visit.

November 2011 and there I was in the archive room. I had signed in with my name and address and the exact nature of my request. There was a sense of confusion in the air because preparations were being made for the Britten Centenary celebrations; all the rooms in The Red House were being refurbished and everything was a bit upside down. But the archivist was doing his best to help me. He brought in a pink cardboard folder and put it down on the table in front of me. ‘This is what we have,’ he said and he returned to his place on the other side of the table.

The name John Craske was written on the front. It contained five letters from John’s wife Laura, all written to Sylvia Townsend Warner and her partner Valentine Ackland and dated from between 1944 – the year after John died – and 1949.

In one letter Laura says she has had the chimney mended and Mrs Harrod and Mr Betjeman have been to visit and she has got herself a budgerigar as a pet; it is only a baby bird. In another letter she feels unwell, but the doctor has told her he is not surprised after all she has been through. She says she misses her husband very much and mentions some of his pictures that she still has with her in the house. I made notes and moved on.

Next came two typed pages transcribed in a phonetic version of the Norfolk dialect with all the spelling mistakes intact. They were part of an undated letter sent to John Craske from a Mr Farrow of Grimsby, and he is telling what he knows about the sinking of a fine big ship called the tommy Campble, which sailed out of Grimsby Docks in 1893.

There were other items in the file, but what caught my attention was a small sheet of notepaper with the word INVOICE typed at the top. It was dated January 15 1954 and requested £3 and 10 shillings to be paid for the cost of four and a half hours of typing My Life and the Sea by John Craske. The amount of time taken seemed to indicate quite a long piece of writing. I asked the archivist if he knew where the pages were. He said he had never heard of such a manuscript and since it was not in the file he had no idea where else to look.

Some months later, in a private collection of papers, I came across a letter from an American woman called Elizabeth Wade White, addressed to Peter Pears at The Red House and dated 1971. She had been a keen collector of Craske’s work and over the years she did a lot to help him and his wife financially. She had recently visited Peter Pears to present him with several items from her collection, and while she was there she had also consulted the Craske file in the archive.

What I was very much disappointed not to find, was a typed copy of the MS of Craske’s reminiscences, called by him My Life Story of the Sea. This was a longish piece of direct and simple writing, as I recall it, with a number of simple anecdotes about storms, rescues and so on, but not much about his actual painting. I know I had one or more copies made of it.fn1

I became rather obsessed with My Life Story of the Sea and I searched for it wherever there was the slightest trace of John Craske. In the Dorchester Museum, which holds a Sylvia Townsend Warner Archive, I found a copy of a letter from Peter Pears to the same Elizabeth Wade White, dated September 24 1971.

Dear Miss Wade White,
It was a great pleasure to see you again and to spend such an agreeable hour and consume such a good lunch . . . I have looked through the Craske bag with much interest – how touching the letters are, from both of them – how sad the recurrent theme of illness . . . I will try to sort out the papers in due course. You do appear to have worked most valiantly for John Craske and we all must be grateful for what you did for him.

I sent this information to the archivist at The Red House and he passed it on to another archivist who passed it on to someone else. I understand that although they are still very busy with the centenary, they are doing their best to have another look for what has been lost, but I still have the impression that they are not hopeful about finding anything new.

I am left with the image of a Craske bag in my head. I see it made of strong brown paper, a bit crumpled by the passing of time, but still resilient. It’s as big as a supermarket bag or even bigger and it’s stuffed like a well-fed belly with dozens of letters and a few photographs and of course the text of My Life Story of the Sea, which runs to several pages. I pick up a carefully addressed envelope with almost reverential care. I pull out the neatly folded sheet of paper it contains and spread it out on the table before me. Now at last I can examine how this elusive and long-since dead man shapes his letters, chooses his words and strings them together one with the next. And with that I can begin to understand something of how he thought, how he saw things and what sort of a person it was who inhabited his frail but resilient body.

But then the Craske bag and everything it contains begins to fade before my eyes and I am reminded of that old blues lament from the 1930s which Big Bill Broonzy used to sing with a voice like a steam train: It was just a dream, Lord! what a dream I had in my mind. And when I woke up, not a thing there could I find . . .

fn1 John Craske’s account of his life as a fisherman seems to be called by a different name by whoever is referring to it. Craske’s actual title is My Life and the Sea.
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so now John i am very Glad to say that we are Boath well as can be expected at present we are getting on now i have just past my 77 Barthday so we have a lot to be thankfull for i hope you and yours all well you can give our love to yours Father and all that are in the famely.

(LETTER FROM MR FARROW)



That was ages ago, six months at least or perhaps more. I am losing track. There is so little to hold on to at the centre and so many tangled threads stretching out in all directions. I follow one thread and it breaks. I follow another and it leads into a precarious landscape where there are no instructions, no signposts.

I make contact with strangers. I try to be polite and hope they will like me enough to answer my questions.

‘I think John Craske had untreated diabetes,’ I say. ‘Could you describe what it would have been like for a very poor person to suffer from that condition in the 1920s and 1930s, before the development of insulin. He might also have had a benign brain tumour, but I suppose that’s outside your field.’

‘John Craske lived very close to Roughton Heath where Albert Einstein was staying in a wooden hut in September 1933,’ I say, and then I realise I don’t quite know how to continue with this line of enquiry.

‘I know it has nothing to do with the man I am writing about, or at least only indirectly,’ I say to the circus woman I met by chance in Great Yarmouth, ‘but have you still got your grandfather’s diary entries, from when he put the Elephant Man on show in London?’

‘John Craske said he had dreams of the sea when he was in coma,’ I say to someone who has recently emerged from such a state. ‘I hope you don’t mind me asking, but did you also have dreams?’

Some people take me by the hand and steer me carefully through the nature of their own speciality, until I am teetering close to the edge of understanding. Others are dismissive because they are too busy, too professional, too shy, or simply because they feel it’s none of my business. The circus woman is suddenly protective of the Elephant Man, as if I want to steal him from her. The archivist at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem is snappy: ‘Einstein,’ she tells me in an email, ‘did not learn to ride a bicycle until 1935 and so your information about him bicycling along the cliff path near Cromer is clearly false.’

I suppose the trick is to trust the process and to not mind when you reach a cul-de-sac of one sort or another and to not get in the way when things seem to be going well, even though you don’t know where they are heading.

I’ve been helped a lot by my friend John. Not John Craske the fisherman whispering insight and revelation over the gap of time that divides us, but John whom I first met in 1967 when we were both at university and I was studying English Literature and he was studying Philosophy. We talked a lot, mostly about philosophy because I could never think of much to say about literature, and I remember he was very keen on rational thinking, while I only understood any thinking in terms of the visual images it produced in my mind. He tried to explain Wittgenstein to me and I was impressed by the thinness and elegance of Wittgenstein’s two little books which between them had such an impact on the philosophers of the modern world. I read the books rather quickly and as if they were poetry and the only recollection that remains with me is something about a man who was born in a red room and spent all his life in that red room and did he understand the concept of the colour red. I even made a drawing of the man in the red room, sitting in an armchair and looking exhausted.

John and I lost touch for many years and now he’s living in North Norfolk, in an industrial ghost town called Melton Constable, which went through a dramatic decline after the Middle Ages and then re-emerged in the late nineteenth century as an important railway junction in the days when steam trains were transporting wet and smoked fish and all sorts of people between small villages and big cities in the East of England.

Melton Constable was at the hub of this boom in steam-powered traffic: a town enlarged and purpose-built to accommodate all the railway workers, from the humble mechanic to the less humble ticket collector, up to the very grand station manager, and everyone was given a house tailored to fit their place within society.

John’s house is close to the bottom of the hierarchy. Families of mechanics, shoulder to shoulder along the street, with four tiny rooms, two up and two down, and an outside yard, and water was only brought indoors much later. In the next street of ticket collectors, the rooms are one step bigger and the stairs have proper banisters and the cast-iron fireplaces are more ornate. Across the main road and off to the right, you come to the manager’s red-brick mansion, surrounded by high walls and approached by the warning rattle of a gravel drive.

When the trains stopped running, the town lost its function and at the moment most of the houses seem to be occupied by Albanian and Russian immigrants who plant huge satellite dishes like epiphytes on their outside walls so as to receive television communication from a faraway homeland. They write messages on their doors in a Cyrillic script and grow cabbages and breed chickens in the battered patchwork of allotments. The women are more inclined to learn English than the men, who are more inclined to curse and to earn a bit of extra money by selling drugs – crack cocaine mostly.

John has a deep voice and a reassuring presence. He was on friendly terms with the Albanians next door until there was a problem with the placing of their satellite dish and since then they have built a high wooden fence separating his back yard from theirs; like the prelude to a long and bitter civil war. Across the road lives a tall, quiet, retired and retiring man who was a wood turner by trade, but who now breeds rare and almost lost varieties of butterflies and moths, which he releases in areas where he thinks they might survive and sometimes they do. Opposite John’s back yard there is a woman who wears wonderfully bright coloured coats and spends a lot of time in Barbados and she has a tenant who looks more like John the Baptist than anyone I have ever met and he is the owner of a small boat which he sometimes takes out on the estuary at Blakeney, about ten miles away.

John abandoned the rational philosophers in favour of Tibetan Buddhism in the early 1970s and over the years he has become an expert on the movement of the moon, especially in relation to early pre-Christian temple sites in Malta. In order to watch the moon more closely, he cut a hole through the wall in his bathroom, so that he could see it waxing and waning without the interference of a sheet of glass and never mind if the cold air is pretty sharp during the winter. He has made maps covered with stars and the intersecting lines that connect them to each other and he has written learned papers on the subject of conjunctions and coincidences. The ceiling of one of the upstairs rooms shows the constellation of stars in the western hemisphere, the sky painted dark blue and the stars in a variety of primary colours according to the perceived intensity of their brightness.

Six years ago, the local council cut down the line of cherry trees in the street of ticket collectors because they were growing so well and people complained they were taking up too much daylight and were lifting up the pavement with their roots, making it awkward to park. The council agreed to let John have the cherry tree wood and with the help of the butterfly and moth man he cut it into logs and planed it into planks and left them to season for a while until they were ready to be made into blocks that would fit comfortably in the hand. John sanded the blocks for hours on end and then he had a set of poker chips which he painted with symbols of moon and sun, square and star. He keeps them in a wooden box and more or less once a week, especially during the winter time, friends from around and about come to play poker, with a lot of wine and the banging of wood upon a round table and no money.

Since starting on Craske, Herman, my husband, and I have been to see John quite often. We sleep in the room with the stars on the ceiling and a coal fire in the grate; we have learnt the rules of moneyless poker and John has introduced me to all sorts of people who might know people who might know something about John Craske. I met a woman at one of the poker games who told me her mother met Einstein in Vienna in 1930, but didn’t like him or his wife or his violin playing and said so very bluntly, in an interview that she gave in 1999.

John introduced us to his friend Margie, an artist who lives close by. She is familiar with Craske’s work and she collects stones and shells and fossils and all sorts of bones and she has the scapula of pigs and cattle on display in the front room of her house, lying in front of the Victorian fireplace in a great white heap, so that they look like ancient cooking utensils or gentle weapons. She also has lots of thin skeletons of fruit bats and the thick and somehow thoughtlessly blundering skull of a warthog, both tusks intact, and a Bushman perfume pot made out of a gourd which still holds traces of a strangely evocative scent that seemed familiar even though I have never smelt anything like it before. Margie and I discovered that we share a fondness for a book called Specimens of Bushman Folklore by Wilhelm Bleek, a nineteenth-century linguist, who made a study of the Bushmen and their language. The Bushmen he talked to had no concept of linear time, but, just like Einstein, they spoke of the future and the past as something that was taking place in the present moment. They told Bleek what it felt like to be a springbok: the black stripes so strong on each side of your face, the weight of the horns on your head and then the sensation of being shot with an arrow by the man who is about to shoot you dead, once he has got up in the morning and gone to look for you.

On one visit John took us to the Shell Museum in Glandford and as well as the faded embroidery they have a beautiful Craske painting of a black-sailed schooner in a storm.

The woman who lives next door and has the key to the museum, which is only open in the summertime on account of it being difficult to keep it warm in the winter, told me that a relative of John Craske came by two to three years ago or it might have been four. Betty Craske was her name and she said that when she knew her uncle he spent all his time in bed and he had long grey hair and she was frightened of him, but she liked the pictures he made. I was very excited to think that there was someone called Betty who could connect me directly with recollections of the man she called Uncle John, but by the time I had found out where Betty was living and how to make contact with her, she was ill and on the edge of dementia and had no interest in talking to a stranger about her childhood memories.

[image: image]
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[image: image]The woman with the key allowed me and John to both have a try at taking some photographs, standing on a chair in order to get closer to the embroidery and to the schooner, but the results were not very good. I did, however, get some nice pictures of the albatross skulls and of the museum interior in all its odd and intricate glory.

After the Shell Museum, we went to the church at Cley, just a few miles along the coast from where Craske was born. It is a huge building belonging to the days of medieval wealth from the herrings that were salted and smoked and transported to all corners of the known world, as close as London, as far away as Russia. It floats like an ark among the soft green waves of the churchyard, and the tombstones outside and the flagstones on the floor inside are filled with stories of death by drowning:
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Here lieth the body of William Shepherd of Wisbech who by
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