
        
            
                
            
        

    



BARROW BOYS


 


At the end of
my iBooklet “Greek Sketches” I related tripping in
1969 on Patmos (the island of St. John the Divine and his Revelations) and
imagining myself as a sculptor. Later that year I was living in picturesque Anafiotica, Athens, hard up against the Acropolis. Like an
island village, it had been built mid Nineteenth Century by islander craftsmen
to apply their trade and exploit the Athenian market. I was joined there by
fellow ‘barrow boy’, Blue’ (Christopher), my companion (24/7) for the past
forty-eight years. Both of us were captivated by the idea of emulating the
artists and craftsmen around us, making objets d’art
for our barrow.  


  Returning to Cape Town in 1970, without
any previous tuition or experience in art (other than some tips from my mother
who had taken a course in sculpture at the local technical college) we started
a studio in an old fisherman’s cottage overlooking the waterfront. Shades of
Steinbeck’s Cannery Row. The Malay grocer on the corner gave us credit on baked
beans and pilchards while we got started. 


  I began by modeling large figures in
clay, making Plaster of Paris molds and casting in stone plaster. What I lacked
was the skill to make rubber moulds for
reproductions. The local varsity art school put me onto a bronze art foundry in
Stellenbosch which agreed to my proposition to pay them fifty rand I had
borrowed if they made, with our assistance, a Vinamold
rubber mould and casing for my gargoyle with a
hangover. I had modeled it to express the mood instilled by a crash in the
stock market and it was easily the ugliest thing I have ever made. It was also,
curiously, one of the most popular. 


  Christopher and I spent a day at the
foundry absorbing every detail in the manufacture of rubber moulds
(both Vinamold and silicones) with casings. The Vinamold, cut into small chunks, was stirred and melted in
an oil drum which fitted perfectly into a ten gallon milk can wrapped in
asbestos sheets. A gas cooker underneath heated the air surrounding the oil
drum to an extremely high temperature and the rubber was easily melted. We
returned to our studio with our mould and began
casting our gargoyles in stone plaster which we craftily ‘aged’ to lend them an
antique look. They sold very well and we were able to settle our debt with the
kindly grocer.


  But we did not have a ten gallon milk
can to make more rubber  moulds, so I went to the Royal Dairy at the top of Long
Street and asked the receptionist whether they had an old Milk drum they didn’t
want. She looked my bespattered togs up and down before jabbing a reluctant
thumb at a door, which I knocked on and opened. Sitting around a long table
were a lot of gentlemen in suits and ties. A board meeting.


  “Well?” asked the man at the head of the
table.


  “I want to buy a ten gallon milk can. An
old one. Doesn’t matter if it’s battered. I’ve just got ten Rand.”


  “What do you want it for?”


  “For melting rubber moulds
for my sculptures.”


  “How would a ten gallon milk can help in
this enterprise?”


  “You see,” I explained patiently, “A
five gallon oil drum fits perfectly into a ten gallon milk can which can be
made into a highly efficient air flask by wrapping it in asbestos sheeting so
the heat provided by a gas cooker underneath does not escape.”


  I had the board’s undivided attention.
My project was obviously more interesting than dairy affairs.


  “Come along, gentlemen,” said the boss
rising. “Let’s see what we have in the yard.”


  The whole board filed out and after much
clanging (I feared for their smart suits) an unnecessarily perfect milk can was
found and presented to me. I handed my ten rand note to the boss, but he just
laughed and pushed it away with the back of his hand.


  “Back to work, gents,” he said.


  “Back in “Cannery Row”, I named our  studio “Renaissance Man” and began work
on a plaque based on a drawing by da Vinci of a professional soldier (see
picture of the plaque on my website) which I thought ideal for a low-relief
sculpture. Years later I learned that Leonardo was browsing around a market in
Florence when he came upon a plaque of a macho, mercenary soldier (which I have
seen a picture of) and was inspired to make a greatly refined, camp and
satirical sketch of it, with, I think, a caricature of his own profile. 


  “It would make a great sign for
Wilkinson Sword razor blades,” I said to Chris. “For men with a tough shave.”


  One day we got a message from the
Stellenbosch foundry that one of their employees was vacating his studio nearby
on Watergang Farm. Were we interested in taking it?
The rent was 50 rand. It came furnished with stove, fridge, bunks, tables and
chairs, all of which we could have also for fifty rand – and  the same amount we had paid for the mould they made us. That was clearly the perceived ceiling
for our impecunious profession. Were we interested? Wow! Stellenbosch was one
of the most beautiful parts of the Cape. We took it like a shot, even though we
didn’t have a car.


 





 


 “Watergang” was
a beautiful wine and fruit farm on the outskirts of scenic Stellenbosch in the
Cape and we spent five very happy and fruitful years there. I started doing
pastel paintings and, having just read Schumacher’s Small is Beautiful, modeled
numerous miniatures for our little barrow; craftily antiquated “Old Bones”, we
called them. (We can be pardoned this deception, the gentle art of faking
antique sculptures having been practiced in his youth by no less a luminary
than Michelangelo.) The “Cool Saint” is, alas, the only one of these Old Bones
to be depicted on my website – the current Biccard Barrow.


  At this time (1972), not wishing to
embarrass my father (Gordon Burn Wood D.S.O., officer, gentleman and Olympic
yachtsman who lamented my becoming a long-haired artist), I adopted my maternal
grandmother’s maiden name, Biccard, as my pseudonym with her full approval.
This was very liberating for me and I later had my forenames officially changed
from John Henry to John Biccard. Picasso’s father was Professor Ruiz, I
believe, but he cleverly picked the maternal Picasso to put on his pictures and tactfully avoided
overshadowing his art professor papa with his superior draftsmanship. Back to
barrow boy Biccard.


   Concurrent with all this was the
celebrated World Chess Championship between Boris Spassky
and Bobby Fischer and I  created the
masters for my first chess set as they played, with a booklet entitled
Insulting the Pawn – a one-man show – a tirade directed at mass
man. Christopher and I, being the first hippies in Stellenbosch – their
‘first freaks’ so to speak – had been roundly mocked by the locals. Think
“Easy Rider”. It was a pleasure to get my own back. “You’re snookered by your
own balls, you Roundheads,” I wrote. I’m glad I got it all off my chest.


  My preoccupation with the Chess set,
particularly the white side, was to have a profound effect on my creativity in
the years to come, resulting eventually in my creating my kingdom in heaven,
Chessablanca, which I continue visiting to this very day. I think everyone
should have a kingdom in heaven where they can lay up their treasures. 


  There have been various Rooks in the
history of chess and I elected to make my white King’s Rook the court jester
Remus (on a white square – the polished marble of Apollo’s Palace of
Light) and my Queen’s Rook the battering ram Romulus (on a black square –
mud –  Pan’s Palace of Night
and dreams). Brain and brawn; superstar and superstud;
the spiritual and the physical; the angelic and the animal; humanity’s
polarities expressed in the hierarchical structure of a chess set. My white
set, Chessablanca.


 I carved my chess masters from ‘bonded
marble’, made of marble dust and resin, and reproduced them in the same
material from silicone moulds. Silicone rubber made
ultra-precise reproductions possible and inspired me to take ever greater pains
in the carving and engraving of highly detailed masters, a fusion of graphics
and sculpture. This was The Age of High Fidelity Sound. Why not hi-fi
sculptures? Casting detailed reproductions would be like printing banknotes, or
so we thought.


  When we were hard up we dug up worms
from a damp patch and used them as bait in catching the plentiful bass in our
dams. Luigi Costa, the genial and generous, barrel-chested Italian farm manager
let us help ourselves to fruit, grapes and vegetables in season, which also
helped us get by. 


  Life on Watergang
farm was not confined to art. My revelations on Patmos still fresh in my mind
(see “Greek Sketches”), I remained fascinated by the paranormal, snapping up
Carlos Castaneda’s enchanting books as soon as they hit the shops. We even
practiced Don Juan’s ‘gait of power’, rapidly and easily crossing heavily
ploughed fields on moonless nights on our way to and from the town. No car no
problem.


  One day we went up to the dam for our
evening joint (hippies that we were) and a remarkable thing happened to me. It
was the most remarkable event in my entire life. Dusk was descending  as Christopher and I sat under an old
olive tree overlooking the dam when a being of light, I can only call an angel,
appeared before me. His complexion and features were flawless, manifested in
the finest detail with the greatest clarity. He just smiled and wordlessly
poured his spirit into my soul. I turned to see whether Christopher shared the
vision, but he didn’t. The Bard (as I call my visitor) had disappeared when I
looked back, but he has remained a powerful presence in my spiritual life. If I
could one day achieve his equanimity – his serene gnosis – I should
be truly blessed. 


  Talking of the paranormal, I was sitting
in my studio one evening contemplating Uri Geller’s apparent telekinetic powers
and said to myself, “reach out mentally and pull that picture off the wall.”
(It was the pastel painting of an archer on a bright red paper. See my
website.) I pulled it down with all my mental might.  “My god, Johnny!” I exclaimed. “What the
devil do you think you’re doing?”  I
got up and stalked out of the room in total disbelief and disgust at my rank
stupidity. A few minutes later I heard a crash from the room I had just left
and, reentering it, I found my archer lying in shattered glass on the floor.
The strong copper wire by which the picture had been suspended had snapped as
if pulled apart by a powerful tractor. I didn’t like this train of events at
all and made a point of concentrating in future on playful, felicitous things
instead.  Magic was the last thing I
wanted to dabble in.


 





 


  At this time Television was belatedly
introduced to South Africa and Kenneth Clarke’s CIVILIZATION was soon being
broadcast. (SATV has gone downhill ever since.) We regularly took the train to
Cape Town, walking over ‘the neck’ to Clifton to watch the programs on my
parents TV. On one such visit through Cape Town, we were having a coffee at the
Mozart Café in Church Street with its art galleries, antique dealers and
framers.


  “Wouldn’t it be nice if we had our
studio here, just like those craftsmen in Athens fishing from the passing
parade,” I said to Christopher. “That room overlooking the street across the
way, for example. Wait here and I’ll ask the staff in the record bar below it
whether there are rooms to let in the building.”


  “The owner of the building happens to be
upstairs,” said the audiophile.


  I entered the upstairs room I had
pointed out and found a man pottering about with electronic machines.


  “You the owner of the building?” I asked
and he nodded. “You selling these machines?” He nodded again without standing
up. “In a street with art galleries and antiques?” I asked in amazement. He
stood upright, planted his fists on his hips and turned to inspect the
intruder.


  “I just use this as a storeroom,” he
said a bit flustered, more to save face than anything else.


  “You could make more if you rented it
out. To me for example. I’m an artist and would do well with a studio here.”


  “Yours for fifty rand a month,” he said
after some consideration.


  Fifty,
believe it or not!


  “It’s on,” I said shaking his hand. I
was to be his tenant for the next twenty-one years. We shortly left Watergang farm with our bunks, table and chairs to live and
work in our ‘barrow’ in Church Street, fishing for patronage with my
bric-a-brac. 


  If you clearly picture what you want in
life you often get it. We found our new home somewhat cramped and went down to
my sister’s sea-side holiday home for a weekend to dream up something better;
something older and more exotic. I pictured a derelict old room in town –
a space with character which we could restore and get for fifteen rand a month,
it being so clapped out. Immediately on our return to Church Street, I was
chatting with the proprietor of the record bar below when he said he had to get
something from his storeroom in the back of the building and I could come
along. I followed him through a narrow, dimly lit passage, across a small
courtyard and up some erratic steps. He opened a door at the top of them to
reveal a very dusty and chaotic storeroom.


  “This is it!” I cried. 


  “This is what?”


  “What I pictured. Please, Winston,
sublet it to me.”


  “You want this dump?”


  I nodded in no uncertain way.


  “You can have it for fifteen rand a
month. That’s what I pay Mr. Haas, our landlord, for it.”


  Fifteen rand! What a synchronicity!
Precisely the figure I had wished for. We threw ourselves into restoring the
‘dump’, sanding the heavy beams supporting the roof to reveal beautiful yellow
wood. We fixed damaged plaster and discovered the walls were built with mud and
straw. Our room was a still-standing garret, probably a farm outbuilding from
Cape Town’s very early days, slap in the middle of the modern city. We
transformed it into a colourful and comfortable home
and studio, with wooden shutters, a hanging chess set and woolen rugs from
Lesotho. It might have been an artist’s world in an exotic country like
Morocco. “The fool finds treasure in a ruin,” as the saying goes. Like Sufis,
we were in the world but not of it.


  One day we were having morning tea and
cheese cakes in the City Gardens tea room, as had become our custom, when the
young, charming coloured lady who had always served
us said she was shortly stopping waitressing to take a job in a factory in the
industrial area. I was horrified.


  “Louisa,” I exclaimed, “you mustn’t do
that. You must come and work for us.”


  She did – for the next twenty-one
years – becoming the manageress of John Biccard Studios, sixty Church
Street, Cape Town; our queen bee. When my next birthday (6th of
February) cropped up, it transpired that it was her birthday as well.


  We trained her to make reproductions of
my playful ‘marble’ miniatures – key rings, war and peace, red baron,
first Sherlock and Bobby etc. –which were displayed in a glass case in
the Table Mountain Aerial Cableway Company’s station at the top of Table
Mountain and sold in its shop. They also sold thousands of prints of my Cape to
Cairo drawing, seen at the top of my website. A card with our address in town
was included in the casement and we were frequently visited by tourists, loaded
with cash, from many countries round the world. I never had to promote my work
again.


    We prospered so that we were
able to enlarge our staff (from one to three) and took over the entire upper storey of the building for our workshops and showroom. The
record bar below us went out of business and the ground floor was taken over by
The Cape Gallery, a very posh establishment, which suited us perfectly. Then a
wholesale business, Excalibur Art, Johannesburg, permanently collared all our
production and we could no longer supply the splendidly called Table Mountain
Aerial Cableway Company.


   “Stay small and prosperous, John,”
warned my father and I took his advice to heart, he being a chartered
accountant and business management consultant who knew all about ‘the law of
diminishing returns’. When he died, Christopher and I went to live with my mom
in the family home, 6 Clifton Road, Clifton, and left our Church Street studios
largely to our staff.


 





  Clifton, with its beautiful beaches, is
one of South Africa’s jewels and Christopher and I were delighted to live there
for the next twenty years. Much of what is seen on my website – carvings,
drawings and writing – comes from this very happy, light-hearted time. I
started CHESSABLANCA, composed many RHYMES OF REMUS, wrote a few essays and did
a set of twenty-two animal cartoons for greeting cards (my pencil drawings). I
was greatly stimulated by the bright little children (6 to 8) Christopher and I
were invited to coach in cricket and rugby (‘Clifton Klonkies’
we called our teams. Klonkies is an Afrikaans term
for little boys.) Pablo, the central character and hero of my courtly romance
CHESSABLANCA, became an idealized version of myself – a pawn, barrow boy,
who makes it to the other side of the board of life and is given the power of a
queen – made a magus, as I have it.


  My mother was a ballerina and, in her
youth, created a ballet called ‘Johnny Jingles’. How amazing that she would
later have a son, Johnny, with a predilection for rhyming couplets –
jester’s jingles – as paraded in my RHYMES OF REMUS, Court Jester of
Chessablanca. She told me that when she was pregnant with me she used to put
her tummy to the radio speaker when it broadcast beautiful, classical music and
one of the first things I did as an infant was to crawl across to the radio
when it played similar music and embrace it. My whole life I have worshiped in
the ‘stately pleasure dome’ of classical music. I hope in heaven to meet
Corelli, Vivaldi, Handel, Bach, Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, Shubert, Chopin,
Brahms et al. and thank them all from the bottom of my heart.


  As for our barrow, pressure for greater
production of my pieces grew to such an extent that my little ‘art factory’
could not meet the demand. Americans wanted to create a factory in China
producing my pieces to satisfy the market, but I would have nothing of it,
having pledged to ‘stay small and prosperous’, as my father had admonished. 


  At this time I ‘turned green’, spending
many hours wandering through our fynbos and the Kirstenbosch botanical gardens and building rockeries in
our garden. One Christmas I bought myself a bonsai tree, a Natal fig, Ficus Natalensis,
for a present. It later dawned on me that Natal got its name from the birth of
Christ. I had bought myself a Christmas tree for Christmas. My bonsai
collection has grown over the years and I remain an enthusiast to this day.


 Then our neighbours
all around us, one by one, transformed their houses into large double dwellings
(flats, really), blocked our sea view and ruined the vibe in my garden. It was
time to go. But where? In 1999 I closed down my little ‘art factory’ in Church
Street, permanently stopping production of my objet d’art and imagined a small
holding on the outskirts of a country village to retire to; nice and flat, my
having had a hip replacement. Christopher and I drove out to Prince Albert in
the Great Karoo (semi-desert), a charming country town which we had admired on
previous visits. 


                                         






 


On Church
Street, Prince Albert, is an imposing Dutch Reformed Church with clock tower
and tall steeple crowned with a weather vane, commanding an uninterrupted view
all the way down Pastorie Street to the edge of the town. Christopher and I
toddled down said street until we came, near the bottom, to an estate behind a
high wall. We both hopped onto a tempting ledge and peeped over it. Hidden from
the public was a beautiful, very private park.


  “Wow!” we gasped as one. 


  “Imagine having a place like this,
Blue,” I said.


  “Dream on, Johnny.”


  “It has a monastic, cloistered air about
it; ideal for the contemplative life we wish to live.”


  “I love the secret garden.”


  “The Persian paradisa
(sp?). Paradise. Trouble is it will cost too much.”


  We toddled on to the neighbouring
property and looked over a low wall at an enchanting dam with ducks and reeds.


  “Hello,” said a lady hidden by reeds.
“Can I help you?”


“So sorry.
Didn’t see you. We couldn’t help admiring your splendid garden, aspiring
gardeners that we are.”


  “Well come in and look around.”


  We did.


  “As you can see, we are rather long in
the tooth, so we’re looking for a retirement home. Know of anything here
about?”


  “Funny you should ask. Our next-door neighbours,” she pointed at the property we had been
admiring, “are about to put their home on the market.”


  That day I asked an estate agent to look
into the matter. She came back to inform me that the owners were still involved
with renovations preparatory to selling and were not ready to put the property
on the market.


  “Sorry,” she said.


  I found another estate agent – a
bit more pushy. She overcame the owners’ resistance by asserting that we were
imaginative enough to see the property’s potential, without their renovations.
We were invited in and were immediately enchanted by its features – high
wooden ceilings, wooden and tiled floors, extremely thick walls. The one
hectare property included water rights via the local waterway, a dam, borehole
and a large paddock and pasture with stables. The asking price was way below my
most optimistic guess and I snapped it up. We sold our Clifton home and came to
Prince Albert with my old mom, in her late eighties. I became her
self-appointed servant and nurse in our own, private, old age home, and gave
her a gentle slipway into eternity. She passed away peacefully in her sleep in
her nineties. “Virtuous men pass mildly away,” as the poet wrote. Good mothers
too. I never heard her speak ill of anyone.


  “Johnny,” she had said to me one morning
just prior to her demise. “Did you see it all last night?”


  “All what, mom?”


  “Everything. All mankind’s great
accomplishments.”


  I shook my head.


  “It’s such a shame you missed it all. It
was so wonderful.”


  Mom had obviously returned from a
near-death experience  having seen
humanity’s works-of-love in the treasure troves of Akasha.


  Christopher and I have now (2017) lived
seventeen years in Prince Albert, loving our place with hard physical work on
the grounds and spiritual work in our studies, Christopher husbanding his
animals (horses, ducks, cats, goldfish and wild birds), I, being an Aquarian,
irrigating our trees and grasses. Being so long in the tooth, we trim the
horses hooves together, as a team. Its amazing what you can do with four hands.


  It has been a spiritual journey, drawn
on by the power of the Great Attractor, the Divinity. We have read much on the
evolution of consciousness and philosophy and have reconciled science and
spirituality to our satisfaction. Here, in our cloister, I have written almost
all of CHESSBLANCA, completed RHYMES OF REMUS and have composed most of the iBooklets on our website, published entirely through
Christopher’s digital knowhow and initiative. The website is our barrow. 


 


 


© John Biccard      www.johnbiccard.com


 


  


       


   


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


                                           



 


 








cover.jpeg
%}f%fw %%A

John Biccard

8






image006.png
SV,





image008.png
SV,





image002.png
SV,





image004.png
SV,





