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     PROLOGUE

      We dropped our suitcases and stood facing the grassy slope. In front of it, a few trees, then the spiked railings that enclosed
         the Chelsea Flower Show, in the grounds of the Royal Hospital. Traffic whizzed down the Embankment and the great Thames flowed
         by. Our plot had been neatly marked out with white spray paint. There were twenty-four sites marked for gardens. Twenty-three
         of them were full of men with mobile phones, surrounded by contractors, teeming with machinery. Our plot was the first in
         a row of eight. At our feet, written on a railway sleeper, the same white paint spelt out the name ‘Gavin’.
      

      Vincent and I had £300 in our pockets. This small ten-by-ten square metres of London would be our home for the next month.
         To transform it and change my life, I was short by £60,000. We knew nobody in the city and the city didn’t care. Right beside
         us a crane was unloading giant boulders, swinging them through the air, a wrecking ball. The Japanese were garden-building.
         This afternoon the Irish would start.
      

      It was Wednesday 3 May 1995, and I had an impossible dream – to change the face of gardening. I was twenty-nine. I’d failed
         often. In Dublin I had twenty tonnes of stone lying in a pile; in County Kerry plants dug from the countryside rested in old
         fertilizer bags – all waiting to be transported and replanted. I had talked my way into the heart of the British gardening
         establishment. This was the last chance saloon. If I could make it here, I could make it anywhere. If I failed, it was curtains.
      

      Overcome with a mixture of fear and terror, we paced the site. And then we laughed. Nervously. Dragging our bags behind us
         we retreated through the ornate gates and went back towards Victoria Station and a dingy, windowless basement room. From the
         luggage Vincent retrieved the Chelsea Flower Show contractors’ manual, and we set about putting our plans into action.
      
The nearest builders’ merchant to the flower show, Travis Perkins, occupied a curious position in the heart of upmarket antique
         land. An uncaring assistant behind the counter listened to my request for a wheelbarrow, two shovel and two spades to be delivered
         to my Chelsea plot. ‘You’ll be lucky, bank holiday on Monday. Delivery will take a week.’ ‘OK, we’ll take them now.’ The first
         of many humiliations.
      

      I handed over my £55 and wheeled the tools down the street. Taking a wrong turn, we went the long way round. Crossing Sloane
         Square, I dodged the black cabs and pretty girls laden with shopping bags. Sophisticated European types perched at their café
         tables, cappuccino in hand, gazed as I trudged past. My face reddened. While thousands of other Irish were changing the nation’s
         image in London as bankers and company directors, solicitors and business consultants, I was back on the barrow. And the barrow
         led me in the Bull Ring entrance, past the cranes and the walkietalkies, the security men in their Day-Glo jackets, past the
         PR ladies with clipboards, and on to my first garden.
      

      We started to dig. We had nothing else to do. And for three days we excavated our site. We shifted the soil from the front
         of the garden, where grass had met the kerb, up to the very back, and when no one was looking, we shifted it back again. Designers
         and contractors stopped for a chat. The Irish boys were everybody’s friends. There was nothing to be jealous of, we weren’t
         a threat.
      

      As we dug, in County Kerry, a cow pushed her way through the rickety wire fence. Our plants tasted good…

      The last fifteen years have been eventful, packed with ups and downs. I started life as the boy next door on a suburban street
         in a society that by and large wasn’t sure of its relationship with gardens. I wanted to do things differently, to make gardens
         that would appeal to me as a young lad, ones that would have a stronger relationship with people and houses. I wanted to take
         influences from all I experienced, and I wasn’t sure how to go about it. Creating a series of gardens in a park in central London changed
         my life. How could this be? And why did I attract so much trouble? I started off jotting down my memories of six Chelsea Flower
         Shows. Along the way this became the story of my life so far. A lot has changed for me and for gardening. It’s been a roller
         coaster adventure, of dreams and a passion to achieve.
      

      I’ve created my own road. It’s not a route that I would advise others to follow. Much of my life has been a black comedy,
         a series of events that knock into each other. I haven’t made things easy for myself or taken the obvious paths. The passion
         that drives me on is often the one that gets me into the greatest bother. I respond to events emotionally, and I have high
         standards that don’t sit well in a world of compromise. I haven’t learnt to play the political game. My mood can be read from
         my face instantly, and though I could wish for an easier life relaxing with the rewards of some turbulent years, this will
         never be. A sense of adventure fuels me. I’m an optimist, continually exploring possibilities in gardens and in life. I have
         a public profile that opens some doors. I’m in a position where I can meet people, pose questions, and sometimes achieve.
      

      Relating this story has been a challenge. There are many things I’d rather forget. But by writing this book, I feel I’m closing
         one set of adventures and leaving room to open another. This is my story, the tale of how the boy next door turned out.

       

   

      PART ONE

      ROOTS




      
      MOVING HOME

      
      
      Mum and Dad were both brought up in Dublin, on the south side of the Liffey. Mum came from the heart of the old city, James
         Street, the home of Guinness. In 1969 they moved their young family further south to the new suburb of Rathfarnham, the last
         village before the Dublin mountains, the last tram stop away from civilization.
      

      
      I can remember visiting the place as they searched for a new home. I was four. Built on the site of an old golf course, the
         road is called Fairways. It stretches from what was then a newly built shopping centre through a series of turns and curves
         down towards the old village. The houses are almost all semi-detached, mirror images of each other, joined at the hip. Six
         miles as the crow flies into the heart of the city, through Terenure, Rathgar and Ranelagh, suburbs of red-brick terraces
         or Georgian town houses. The occasional villa. Thousands of people had moved out from the city centre for a better life, into
         sometimes sprawling estates. Some had been built by the council, others were private. Rathfarnham was very desirable. Buying
         a home here had been an achievement for Mum and Dad. We were to live on the edge of pastoral countryside, surrounded by shops,
         good schools, parks and rivers.
      

      
      The village itself was pretty. On the main street there was an old post office, a tiny courthouse and a pub called the Captains.
         A small factory turned pieces of Connemara marble, a beautiful green speckled stone from the west coast, into rosary beads.
         A couple of tiny kiosks sold bottles of cola and gobstoppers. There was a newsagent, butcher, delicatessen and bookies’ shop.
         The line-up was completed by a pharmacy, two or three other pubs and the odd clothes shop full of out-of-date, out-of-town
         fashions. It had character and characters. Both churches, Catholic and Protestant, are made from silver granite block. The
         Protestant one is sited at the far end of the village. The other, where we prayed, is opposite a landmark, another pub, the Yellow House. Religion dominated lives. Each morning a steady stream of pious heads
         would wander from village to church for eight o’clock mass. On Sundays, our family would leave the house at a quarter past
         nine for the short walk. We always sat at the front. When school was closed we were sent to ten o’clock mass every day. It
         was repetitive and boring. Soon I would skip the ritual.
      

      
      It was a happy community. Young parents found contentment on the street. The River Owendore flowed behind one stretch of houses
         and into another river, the Dodder. The Dodder was faster, colder and deeper, and separated us from Bushy Park. The park had
         been carved from the grounds of what once was the ancestral home of the Shaw family, distant relatives of George Bernard Shaw.
         It was divided into two sections by a steep slope. Below lay a great expanse of deciduous woodland with large ponds and dramatic
         bamboos, winding shady walks and shell grottos. Clambering up the steep front incline led to the discovery of an old stone
         ice house, built to hold ice for the preservation of food. Or taking the hundred generously splayed wide steps, you emerged
         from this sylvan splendour to find playing fields, tennis courts and a putting green.
      

      
      This was my locality – rows of houses carved from a golf course. Fields and fruit farms, bordered by rivers and with quick
         access to city, mountains or coast. Young people saving hard, visiting banks, building societies and credit unions weekly
         to deposit small sums of money.
      

      
      In the first few years it was probably paradise. The open areas in front of our house hadn’t yet been tamed. The weeds that
         first summer grew six foot tall. It made a perfect playground. Inside the garden, I watched Dad digging. Out back, garden
         soil sloped from the hawthorn down to a six-foot-wide concrete path, which ran across the back of the house. Dad and Uncle
         Brian excavated an area. They built a concrete-block retaining wall with two steps leading up to a triangular rotating washing
         line. They laid a patio, using two-foot-square grey paving slabs. Two front lawns were prepared. Dug and raked, over and over. Brown bags filled with
         seed were purchased and sprinkled like chicken feed. A few weeks later, a faint blotching of green emerged, then a carpet.
      

      
      Trees were bought from a garden centre and planted in the centre of the lawns: ornamental cherries, two on one side of the
         driveway and one on the other. Borders were dug. In the front garden they were eighteen inches wide, bare soil. In the back,
         a narrow, shallow trench was created around the grass, five inches wide. Then some plants. It was blue and white, blue and
         white, blue and white, bedding plants purchased in polystyrene trays, lobelia and alyssum. That was our garden. In late spring
         the cherry buds would burst in time for the procession of cousins, the girls in their white bridal outfits and boys in pastel
         suits, proudly sporting religious medals, posing beneath the pink flowers, hands clasped together, draped with rosary beads
         and drawstring purses, and pockets bulging with coins. Freckled faces, beaming, special for a day.
      

      
      Outside the gates of number 98, I felt free. The busy roads that would soon zip through the green areas between our road and
         the river were still only lines on a planner’s map. Life was an adventure. One evening I gathered my friends. We had been
         driven to the park across the river in the family Hillman Hunter weeks before. The river was dangerous, we’d been told to
         keep away. I persuaded a group to follow. We clambered through rough grasses and thorny thistles. Down the river bank. Large
         self-seeded marginal planting created a jungle along its edge, willow leaves dripping down like green curtains. We took off
         our sandals and socks, abandoning them on rocks, and set out gingerly to conquer our Amazon. The hope was to return with them
         dry, so no one would be any wiser about our adventures.
      

      
      But the uncommon silence on the road led to suspicion. Search parties set out. When pairs of shoes and socks were found by
         the river, the worst was feared. Having been unable to scale the big walls around Bushy Park we returned dejected. Caught red-handed, we were grounded.
      

      
      I liked building dens, forts and houses. Abandoned concrete blocks and pieces of wood provided plenty of construction material.
         Even the long grass allowed me to disappear and create a hideaway. This continued through to my teenage years. I love being
         in charge of my own environment and creating enclosures, from tree houses right through, these days, to grand garden pavilions.
         Creating a space that I feel comfortable in makes me feel secure and confident. And also excited. From the time I left school,
         people have always examined my interest in Lego and the construction of enclosures. It’s often suggested I should be an architect.
         That’s a profession controlled by too many rules and laws for me. A den in an unexpected place, a temporary hideaway in the
         middle of a building site, a place to escape to up a tree, or a giant egg that opens – this is what I love.
      



   
      
      
      A GOOD-LOOKING COUPLE

      
      My parents, Joan and Jack, were two young people who had left school early through necessity. They cycled through the countryside,
         went hostelling, had fun boating on ponds and in parks. Dad had his music and Mum her unshakeable determination to achieve.
         They were a good-looking, clever couple. Dad worked at the General Post Office, at night studying for national exams. He achieved
         some of the best grades in the country. Mum was a prize – beautiful, elegant and strong-willed. Family albums of black-and-white
         photographs show a different world, with Joan and Jack dressed up to the nines for dinner dances, or going to the opera. I
         would have imagined that to be a rich man’s entertainment, but not so. There were plenty of music halls and societies through
         which to further this passion. Among Jack’s mates at work and also a follower of opera, was Bob Hewson, Bono’s dad. Mum and
         Dad found each other, courted and married.
      

      
      They made the decision to leave Ireland and set out for London – prospects weren’t good in Dublin. Arriving in London with
         nothing, they were confronted regularly by signs in boarding house windows reading:’ No blacks, no Irish, no dogs’. Dad held
         down three full-time jobs. Mum was a top shoe sales person at Lilly & Skinner on Piccadilly Circus, where she served Cliff
         Richard’s mum, among others, and observed the preparation of footwear for the royal party at Princess Margaret’s wedding.
      

      
      They lived in Willesden, and soon, in 1961, their firstborn, Declan, arrived. Three years later, on 10 May, I arrived as a
         companion, and the family moved back to Dublin. In just a few years they had managed to save enough to buy a home. Dad was
         a manager in an established company. Through this he was transferred back to Dublin with relocation costs taken care of. They
         left Britain with an enduring fondness for the place, a love of both city and country.
      

      
      
      A year to the day after me, Conor was born. And two years later, on 8 May, came the first girl, Niamh. The final member of
         the family, Emer, arrived on 11th November 1968. We were still living on the north side of the city, in Coolock, opposite
         the Cadbury’s factory. Dad brought us to visit Mum in hospital. The baby had brought presents for us: a model fire engine
         and lots of different plastic zoo animals. Happy days.
      

      
      Delving into family history can be illuminating. People are conditioned by their circumstances. What were our circumstances?

   
    
      
      
      WHO DO I THINK I AM?

      
      When the BBC first commissioned the genealogy series Who Do You Think You Are?, I was considered as a candidate for forensic examination of my family’s past. At Sunday lunch on a visit home from London,
         I announced this to the family. I was greeted by silence. My achievements in London were celebrated, but not in front of me.
         A week later, Mum called, an unusual occurrence as generally she waits to be rung.
      

      
      ‘Your Dad’s very depressed’, she said.

      
      ‘Oh’, I said, ‘Why?’

      
      ‘That programme you’re thinking of making. He says you’ll find nothing good there.’

      
      I was intrigued, but the programme went no further. ‘You’ll find nothing good there.’ No explanation, conversation over.

      
      Ten years later, I was back living in Ireland and working for the state broadcasting company, RTE. They had bought the rights
         to the series. Again I was approached. Delicately I raised the idea at home, and after I’d given some assurances about how
         non-invasive the process would be, I was given the go-ahead.
      

      
      A month later I was in Edinburgh, gazing at a stately end-of-crescent house – Georgian, four storeys over a basement. Dad’s
         great-great-great granddad John Gavin had lived here with his young family. John Gavin. Dad’s name. His antecedent, it was
         revealed, was a Scottish Presbyterian, a shipbuilder by trade. In Leith, a short distance away, an elderly maritime enthusiast
         spilt the family history. John was the father of Crichton. He built and owned ships that sailed from Scotland’s west coast
         to the Baltic. An influential member of Edinburgh Presbyterian society, he was a land and property owner, controlling vast
         swathes. His sons continued in business and developed the Gavin Brewing Company. It was whispered to me that he had hated
         Catholics. How and why Crichton had ended up in Dublin, no one was quite sure. When John died, his estate was divided up by one of his other sons, with permission to do as he saw fit with Crichton’s
         share. So Crichton had been cut out, in effect. What mischievous deeds or misfortune had caused this? And was he exiled to
         Dublin? Letters emerged showing he had begged for advances from the trust fund. He claimed his wife was ill. The replies from
         Scotland were heavy with the scent of disapproval. Crichton had ended up in a boarding house in Dublin. A Catholic family
         also renting space there had a young daughter, Mary. Soon she was expecting Crichton’s baby. The news was not appreciated
         in Scotland. A son was born and given his father’s name, Crichton Strachan. The Dublin branch of the Gavins fell further from
         grace and far from the table. Crichton Strachan junior would eventually adopt another name and end his life a blind beggar.
         Dad remembers visiting his granddad during lunch breaks from school, running down a laneway to meet this blind beggar. History
         for me had been brought alive: the fall from grace of a member of a prosperous Scottish dynasty, the deliberate abandonment
         of his cultural roots, and the emergence in the ghettos of Dublin of a new generation of Irish Gavins.
      

      
      London also featured in the archive. There was a family of Tibberts in Oxford who had a daughter, Martha. She married Crichton
         Strachan senior. And her dad worked at Covent Garden, translating librettos of Rossini operas and Meyerbeer’s Le Prophète from Italian and French into English. He was obviously well educated, with the gift of many languages, which must have been
         unusual in the 1830s. This news, revealed to me by a historian standing outside a theatre in Covent Garden, was fascinating.
         In his younger days, Dad had a wonderful voice, and he had charted the rise of many great tenors since that time, having seen
         Pavarotti perform at the Dublin Opera Society as an unknown. He idolized the Swedish tenor Jussi Björling. Just as my life
         is gardening, so opera is Dad’s true love. He followed Björling in life and in death, only recently disappearing from home carrying but a passport and pyjamas in a Marks and Spencer plastic bag, boarding a flight
         and travelling to an obscure Swedish town to pay homage at the tenor’s grave. Dad can have difficulty walking the few hundred
         yards to buy a daily newspaper, but his passion for opera allows for no such frailties.
      

      
      The more I delved the more I found out, piecing together a family portrait. Mum and Dad both came from large families. In
         Mum’s there had been seven or eight children, with her own mum a strong role model. She ran a sweet shop in one of the oldest
         parts of the city, a place where people had little but didn’t realize it. Granddad worked for the railways. When Granny died
         young, Mum assumed a parental role, helping to look after her siblings, including a younger sister who suffered from spina
         bifida. Granddad remarried, taking one of Granny’s friends as his new wife. It wasn’t a popular move with his sons or his
         daughters, but Aunty Connie, as she was known, eventually attained the position of the family matriarch.
      

      
      Mum’s brother Noel emigrated young to Liverpool and became a radical socialist. He was soon consumed by that great city. Uncle
         Brian was a passionate republican who, in the small parlour at the front of the house, would play a recording of the national
         anthem at the start and at the end of any session listening to records. A single man, he was close to our growing family and
         for a while lived with us in the new house in Rathfarnham. A love of the outdoor life led to him joining the scouting movement.
      

      
      Every year on Christmas Day his act of rebellion was to place a toilet roll on top of the television as the Queen’s speech
         began. This would send the arch-royalist Connie into a state of fury.
      

      
      Betty was the fun one, with flaming red hair, a larger-than-life personality, and a huge interest in all her nieces and nephews.
         Her home was full of fun, fizzy drinks and chocolate bars. She married Chris, a former RAF pilot. Peter, the youngest brother,
         was good-looking, solid and hard-working. Much younger than the rest was Pat, a pretty girl who belonged to a different generation. Pat also lived with us in the early days in Rathfarnham. She worked
         in a pharmacy in town.
      

      
      On Dad’s side it was different. He doesn’t talk about his background. But I have clear memories of his parents, and there
         are lots of brothers and two sisters. The Gavin side has always been a bit of a mystery. Like many men of his generation,
         Dad doesn’t talk about family or feelings. I remember visiting Granny and Granddad in their red-brick terraced house, with
         Granny –grey hair, cigarette, blue housecoat and a worn face – busying herself and probably inundated by visits from grandchildren.
         Dad’s desolation at her passing was crushing.
      

      
      Granddad was another matter. A character. He was a true Dubliner, loved his pint of Guinness. He features on a classic Dublin
         postcard, a man sitting at a bar.
      

      
      Dad’s eldest sister, my godmother Betty, is a great lady who brought up a large family with her husband Mick. And then there’s
         Aunt Marie, again wonderful. The boys, seven or eight of them, are a bit different. Fiercely loyal to each other, often they
         don’t talk, for years: wives do the communicating. Between them they cover life’s full range of social and economic achievement.
         Funerals are the main gathering times. And these are similar to mafia meetings. Gavin men aren’t very tall, and often wear
         old-fashioned thick spectacles and dark overcoats. Jack, my Dad, is referred to as the Don by his sons-in-law. The Don will
         silently nod at the other dons. It’s often the beginning and end of the conversation. The next generations are uninhibited
         and we will gladly sidle up to any of these bespectacled men and chat away. ‘How’s your dad?’ they’ll ask. Dad meanwhile will
         be ambling along right behind. If dads don’t talk, cousins do.
      

      
      George is the wealthy uncle. At the funeral of one of his brothers he told me and my brother how he coped with such occasions,
         dampening his emotions by humming the Match of the Day theme tune repeatedly and continuously throughout the hour-long service. Wives and cousins natter, and then the group disperses
         until the next sad occasion is dealt with in similar manner.
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