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      To Mum and Dad, with love and thanks

      

   
   
     
     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.
      

      

   
   
      
      
      THE TROUBLES OF THE PAST

      
      Mum had been convinced that her family held the key to rebellion, her dad having been a very young member of the old Irish
         Republican Army (the respectable forerunners of the Irish Army, not the terrorists of the 1970s and 80s). Recent history in
         Ireland is an emotional and sometimes complex web of rebellion against our colonists in Britain.
      

      
      The Troubles ensuing from this complex situation continue. The year 1970 saw the beginning of decades of terrorism on both
         Republican and Unionist sides. Throughout my childhood, atrocities carried out by both sides would dominate the world headlines.
         We grew up through turbulent times. Belfast was only a hundred miles up the road from Dublin, but it might as well have been
         Timbuktu. Images of armoured cars, tanks and guns dominated the six o’clock and nine o’clock evening news. Stories of cold-blooded
         killings and reprisals, rivers of blood, butchery. Catholic communities oppressed, Protestant ones threatened. Relative peace,
         a seemingly unobtainable gift for thirty years, has seen the abandonment of violence for politics. Brave people, politicians
         and fighters, have made big decisions. Ireland is no longer scarred by murder and mayhem and is enjoying a chance to explore,
         develop and get to know itself as a contemporary European nation.
      

      
      Mum felt that Who Do You Think You Are? would reveal her dad’s part in the formation of our young republic. He worked on the railways, at a depot called Inchicore
         that was the receiving base for steel brought over from London to make armoured cars. As a young member of the IRA, his role
         was to help keeping this material away out of the hands of the British Army. They discovered it couldn’t easily be broken
         up with sledgehammers, as was the original plan, so they would load it into trucks and drive it far from the city. Granddad’s
         truck broke down just a few miles from base. His heavy cargo was tipped out into the Grand Canal, where for some time it lay in a watery grave. When he went looking for
         a pension from the Irish Army that emerged from the old IRA, these details were on his file, along with the fact that his
         other role had been the protection of farmers.
      

      
      I was with the television crew, filming in a church in the Liberties of Dublin with a jovial priest. We were examining the
         baptismal and wedding certificates of my grandparents. Suddenly there was a shocking revelation. There had indeed been a family
         death on Easter Monday 1916. One of my great-grandparents had lost his life during the Rising. Dad’s other grandfather, not
         Mum’s, had been shot dead. I rang Dad from the church. Did he know, I asked him, that his granddad had been killed during
         the Rising? No, came the simple answer. Then silence, followed by a worried,‘I hope it was the Brits’. I laughed: it would
         never do to have a collaborator in the family.
      

      
      The mystery was solved the following day. I was brought to another part of Dublin, a gentrified area way down the canal near
         Mount Street. I learned that Dad’s granddad on his mother’s side, who worked in sales for Independent Newspapers, had been
         visiting his mother, probably concerned for her safety. Setting out to return to his own young family, he was caught in crossfire,
         mown down by a stray bullet on a small bridge. This unremarkable site had been the spot chosen by the British forces as an
         entry point to the city for reinforcements newly arrived off the ferry from Holyhead. The Republican fighters had taken up
         positions in surrounding Georgian buildings, and a bloodbath ensued.
      

     

   
   
      
      
      CHILDHOOD HOLIDAYS

      
      That’s the basis of our family: slightly complex, lots of turbulence, and many grey areas. Out of this emerged a young couple,
         Joan and Jack, who wanted the best that life could offer. The life of the Gavin family, a mini Brady Bunch, was set up to
         unfold nicely in this new suburb. Dad had a good job working as a personnel manager. He was also making a name for himself
         within the business community as secretary to the Irish Management Institute. Their conference week was a big event in the
         family calendar. We’d troop off to some hotel, often in Galway. Mum and Dad would get dressed up and go off to a ball on the
         Saturday evening, while we ran rings around the babysitter. Mum had to buy a present for an attending dignitary, the President
         of Ireland. She chose a sterling silver rose bowl.
      

      
      There was great excitement when Dad travelled to Geneva as part of a business delegation. The postcard from Lake Geneva arrived
         home before he did. All was glorious. Dad was impressed with the city. Leaves falling from the trees didn’t have a moment
         to settle on the ground, he wrote, before they were soon swept up by an attendant.
      

      
      I was playing at the top of our road when his taxi turned the corner. I raced to meet him at the garden gate, heart pumping.
         The presents flowed. A cuckoo clock whose brass weights in the form of conifer cones chimed from then on, on the hour every
         hour. Wonderful chocolates. And tales of this distant land where everything was run with precision. He promised to bring us
         there, and a few summers later he kept his word. We travelled by car from Rosslare to Le Havre, a never-ending journey initially
         made delightful by the all-you-can-eat lunch buffet – for which each and every one of us paid the price on that night’s turbulent
         seas!
      

      
      We camped by Lake Geneva, where our tents were invaded by swarms of frogs. We took cable cars up the Matterhorn and admired
         the quaint wooden cabins of the Swiss farmers. We drove through France and visited the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier under the
         Arc de Triomphe. By the Sacré Coeur we had our photos taken outside the guest house where Mum and Dad had spent their short
         honeymoon. We visited the Louvre and saw the Mona Lisa, and we travelled to Versailles to see the magnificent Hall of Mirrors and gazed at Le Nôtre’s famous gardens. The parts
         I really remember, though, are the playgrounds in the campsites.
      

      
      My parents’ love of the countryside found expression in regular jaunts throughout Ireland – north, east, south, west – to
         Cork, Kerry, Wicklow, Antrim, Sligo. For annual holidays or long weekend escapes we’d be packed into the car – three, four,
         then five of us – and shown Ireland. All we wanted was to play on the beach, and there was always one to be found. If the
         sun came out we’d spend long Sundays at Brittas Bay, a sandy stretch on the coast of County Wicklow, just over an hour from
         Dublin. As we approached along winding roads and saw the first glimpses of blue sea meeting the horizon, the same chant would
         always ring out: ‘I see the sea, the sea sees me, God bless the sea and God bless me!’ The car would be unloaded: deck chairs,
         wind break, rugs, flasks and picnic basket. There’d have been a telephone call to cousins before we set out. We’d all meet
         up, swim in the sea and play in the dunes.
      

      
      On summer Sunday evenings we’d go to Sandycove, a Dublin coastal bathing spot, where first we would watch and then join Mum
         and Dad as they swam strong lengths. When visitors came from England, friends from days in Willesden, we’d travel to Powerscourt
         in County Wicklow, a wonderful Palladian mansion whose grounds contain a dramatic and picturesque waterfall, Ireland’s highest.
      

      
      Soon after the birth of the youngest, Emer, Mum contracted yellow jaundice. We laughed with her in the secluded hospital room
         as she peered at her discoloured face in the mirror. Three little boys, wearing home-knitted Aran jumpers, laughing at their
         Mum. Suburban pioneers exploring playing fields, new roads being built, new people moving in, Rathfarnham growing, pushing out
         right to the foot of the Dublin Mountains.
      

      
      At home, life was all adventure. Conor and I went to school at the convent, where little people ran riot in the playground
         at break. Huge clear plastic bags of jam sandwiches arrived at lunchtime, strawberry jam squeezing out through half slices
         of white bread, with tiny glass bottles of milk. The Abbey in Rathfarnham was, I am sure, a nice posting for the nuns. Their
         quarters were impressive, consisting of big rooms with lots of marble and wood, filled with religious paraphernalia. A stone
         grotto in the garden sheltered a statue of the Virgin Mary, hands held in silent prayer, eyes lifted to heaven, wrapped in
         a blue shawl.
      

  

   
    
      
      
      AN ORDERED LIFE

      
      Suburban gardens in the 1970s consisted of grass. Lots of it. To some people from a rural background, they were places to
         grow fruit and vegetables to harvest for the table. For Mum and Dad the garden, like the house, had to be kept clean, tidy,
         immaculate at all times. Inside, carpets were hoovered daily. Windows were kept spotless. Painters and decorators arrived
         each spring. Nothing was allowed to fade. The same ethos applied outside. Mum and Dad made sure the lawn was kept tidy and
         hedges neatly trimmed.
      

      
      They also collected stones. No trip to the country, whether Dublin, Wicklow, Cork or Kerry, was complete until Mum had weighed
         the car down with another stone for her rockery. This lay at the base of the hawthorn, and they bought small flowering plants
         – alpines, campanulas and aubrietias and saxifrage – to plant in the cracks and crevices of this haphazard rock face. Oxalis
         was divided repeatedly and planted as neat mounds with bursts of pink flowers, forming garlands at the base of the trees.
      

      
      Every evening during the longer spring and summer days saw Mum on her hands and knees planting, with Dad somewhere in the
         distance, dressed casually in his pullover and gardening shoes and walking behind his lawnmower. He’d look up and wave at
         a neighbour. Cleaning, mowing and planting, keeping things correct. Mum’s people a hundred years back had come from the Dublin
         Mountains, where they had lived in granite cottages. Her dream was a picture postcard one.
      

      
      What was I like back then? I’m told I was angelic looking as a small child with a shock of blond hair, doted on by all. Gaining
         a brother or a sister, moving country, moving house, losing grandparents, getting chocolates off the man who waited by the
         garden gate to collect his son from the Cadbury’s factory opposite – it’s all a blur now. I’d love to be a fly on the wall,
         looking back at the blossoming family, understanding my parents then, seeing their dreams come alive. Were their hopes for the future evident in every move they made? They were strict. Chores had to
         be done and television was rationed. They encouraged a healthy outdoor life and expected us to pay attention at school. Christmas
         or birthday cash, secured from kindly uncles, soon found its way to the post office or building society.
      

      
      Finances weren’t a fun issue. On top of a chest of drawers in my parents’ bedroom was a money box. It had five slots for coins
         and notes – electricity, mortgage, food, etc. – labelled in Dad’s beautiful handwriting. Pennies were watched, hawkishly.
         The weekly shop was packed at the check-outs into brown paper bags, sewn together with white twine at their end. When they
         were unpacked on our kitchen table, every item – eggs, sugar, porridge, bags of peas, bread – was checked against the till
         receipt.
      

    

   
   
      
      
      TRAGEDY

      
      From the age of ten, I’d rifle through Dad’s desk. This is in his office, at the top of the house. The attic had been converted
         into a large room for the children, a place to do homework. The smaller room next to it, overlooking the garden, was Dad’s
         crow’s nest, his escape. Mum liked to keep things tidy, so we were bundled away up a second flight of stairs. Here opera would
         blare from his hi-fi systems. Photographs from family holidays and other occasions were mounted in a few albums, while others
         were packed away in the paper sleeves that they’d arrived in. They ranged from tiny squares, black and white images bordered
         by white margins, to big, glossy graduation pictures or embarrassing images of debs balls. The desk was a mock period piece,
         a bureau. The drawers didn’t slide out easily: they were heavy and had to be pulled firmly, when they emitted a protest groan.
         Beside a few newspapers that he kept, perhaps charting the Pope’s visit to Ireland in 1979, there were our school reports,
         house deeds, bank statements and books full of lyrical handwriting – verses and chorus of songs he had collected. Dad would
         smoke in this room, at one time a pipe, occasionally a cigar but usually cigarettes. Mum never chanced the stairs to these
         rooms.
      

      
      The bureau contains mass cards, small laminated paper memorials with pictures, prayers and religious insignia, sent out as
         acknowledgements by the families of the departed. A bundle of cards is wrapped in elastic bands in a brown envelope. Opening
         it has always been difficult. But every so often the need to remember leads me to it. A page from a newspaper. On that page
         is the report of a tragic accident. A little boy going to school with his brother, knocked down crossing the road.
      

      
      The remnants of the attic space on one side, reaching under the eaves, are used for storage: Christmas decorations, suitcases,
         piles of junk and dolls that Mum used buy for herself. A new one always left under the Christmas tree, never emerging from its box. And somewhere there’s a wooden cross. Conor Gavin. It marked his
         grave in the early years.
      

      
      Mum wasn’t long out of hospital. We were collected by the school bus every morning from the main road. All the proper safety
         procedures were in place, with people looking after us every morning. Conor did something unexpected.
      

      
      It was 1 February. The accident took place a couple of hundred yards from the police station. I was brought to the house next
         door and later collected by Dad. I didn’t understand. Conor had been brought to the doctor. Doctors fix people. He must be
         OK. Dad said he was gone. I was brought upstairs to Mum. She was being comforted by nuns. She grasped me. The blur of the
         next few days. Spending time in different people’s houses, neighbours and friends. Being walked up the aisle of a packed church
         to the front pew. Aunty Betty waving and smiling through tear-filled eyes. Afterwards, standing outside in a row with little
         class mates as Conor’s coffin emerged. The cars left the churchyard for the grave. We didn’t go that day.
      

      
      The family was crushed. Every week we would visit the cemetery. I remember the bill coming in for the funeral. Regular breakdowns,
         visits to the doctor. In one of the mass cards someone had written ‘remember your four other children’, and that’s what Mum
         and Dad did.
      

      
      It’s hard writing about Conor. I do it with tear-stained cheeks. It’s a private story but it’s important to always acknowledge
         that he lived. Conor was number three son in our family of Mum, Dad, three boys and two girls.
      

      
      His death was another beginning for me. Curiosity means people want to know who you are, where you come from, what your reasons
         are for doing things, what makes you as a person, what has formed your ideas, what motivates you. It can be a difficult road
         to navigate.
      

      
      
      Tell people about Conor and they will want to know more. But Conor’s story doesn’t belong to me. It belongs to everyone who
         knew him. It belongs to those caring nuns who a few weeks later welcomed me back to school and read from a little book they
         had written about his life. It belongs to Mum and Dad and my brother and my sisters, my aunts and uncles, my neighbours. In
         interviews I have been asked about my happy childhood growing up in Dublin. And you try to say, yes I came from a lovely family,
         grew up in a lovely area, but then this thing happened. And I want to tell you it happened. Not to tell is to deny a life;
         but if I tell, you will probe, and it is not only me you are probing but all the other people who Conor belonged to.
      

      
      We decide what to tell people about ourselves. We make choices every day, based on different situations and scenarios. If
         you achieve fame or notoriety you develop layers of defences, mechanisms for dealing with questions. You develop boundaries
         to suit yourself; sometimes you play a game. Being prominent means being probed, interviewed. I’m fairly articulate and appear
         to have a nice easy way about myself. Part of my work is being a hired spokesperson for products, services or causes. So for
         a portion of my life I leave myself open to questions. I have a label, as a ‘gardener off the telly’. You go through waves
         of interest. Sometimes, at some times of the year, people want to know a lot about you. At other times they don’t care. I’m
         closely associated with the Chelsea Flower Show, so for months leading up to the show every year, whether I am due to be there
         with a garden or television coverage or not, I become a story.
      

    

   
   
      
      
      SURVIVAL

      
      The years after Conor become a blur of heartache combined with a busy family life. We dealt with it differently. Mum and Dad
         acquired new strength. They had to carry on, to go out to work daily, to run a house, to take care of babies.
      

      
      It was a while before there was laughter again. But it did return. Family holidays to England and within Ireland and the exotic
         jaunts abroad continued. Declan developed an interest in sport. I withdrew into a fairly solitary dream world. I liked arts
         and crafts, watching Blue Peter on television and reading my collection of Enid Blyton stories. Whatever the difficulties, however withdrawn into their own
         thoughts they were, Mum and Dad provided unconditional love. And there were happy occasions. Once Mum met me on my way home
         from school. I had just been through the ritual of my first confession and had been bemused by the ceremony, but her sheer
         joy at my advancing through another Catholic ritual, my first since baptism as a babe, was infectious. My Holy Communion,
         a pious event for little people, came soon after. Back at home after the church service, I sat at the kitchen table, just
         me, Mum and Dad. A cardboard box with a brand new shiny watch was produced. This was followed by howls of grief. I went out
         for a lonely cycle ride in the square at the end of the road.
      

      
      On Christmas Eve, Dad dressed up as Santa and crept into my sisters’ bedroom. The magic he created as the two little faces
         realized they had a very special visitor lived on for years. Opera took a back seat for a while. He went through a phase of
         singing rebel songs, whistling away contentedly as two or three of us had our baths. In the summer he was in charge of sports
         day at work, and he’d bring home all the medals and cups in the week before they were awarded. We would parade around the
         garden with them. Moments of light and darkness, hand in hand. Memories, troubles, and the need to carry on.
      

      
      
      I enjoyed the cub scouts, an organization that I was encouraged to join because of Uncle Brian’s involvement. It focused on
         morality and achievements. During the Easter holidays we bob-a-jobbed, going from house to house asking was there any work
         needing doing – polishing shoes, say, or bits of gardening. Wearing a uniform of short trousers, pullover, little cap and
         neckerchief tied with a woggle, I learned a lot about knocking on doors. There were badges to be earned, achievements to be
         garnered. To get one award, I had to germinate some seeds. Mrs Flynn lived down the road. She had a reputation for being green-fingered.
         I arrived with my packet of cress seed, and in her larder we shook these onto damp blue blotting paper. After a few days little
         white seedlings topped by two tiny leaves pushed up.
      

      
      Every birthday and Christmas would see tonnes more of red and white Lego bricks arrive. I built houses, cars, hotels, offices,
         monsters, lighthouses. I liked comic books and action heroes.And while Mum and Dad were out I watched copious amounts of television.
      

      
      Our playing fields had now been replaced by a new road running behind our houses, a bypass to feed traffic away from the little
         village. A new bridge over the river created easy access to the park, and the dark, shady deciduous woodland became my playground.
         I wasn’t happy with how it looked. I wanted to change it. This vast park had probably been laid out as a private pleasure
         ground in Victorian times. Enslaving my sisters, I made them follow me with shovels, spades and garden fork over the road
         and across the bridge. Under some dense canopy on the slope, I began to make a garden.
      

      
      The aftermath of tragedy would affect everything. I grew up without a notion of how I fitted in to life’s grand plan. Outwardly
         fine, smiling, probably always smiling, dressed in woollen knit jumpers, short trousers, socks, sandals, I was a pleasant
         little boy. I always said my pleases and thank yous and was an exemplary guest in anybody else’s house. Plates were always
         wiped clean and parents’ orders obeyed.
      

      
      
      Mum and Dad had never really been given a chance to develop as the people they could have been. Exploring talents or inherent
         skills, making a career out of what they loved – none of this was on the agenda. As soon as you were able you went out to
         work. Your wages were handed over to your parents to help the family budget. So that’s why they pushed us so hard to achieve
         our potential. The fact that I didn’t appreciate my schooling and didn’t have any inclination towards an academic or safe
         career worried them enormously. I wasn’t bothered by school. I wanted to pursue a life doing something creative, and although
         they had enjoyed theatre and opera, these pursuits didn’t figure as career options. Hard work meant a steady wage. If Dad
         had been able to enjoy the opportunities he was to give to his children, and had worked in the arts doing something he loved
         – writing about opera, or researching – his life would have been more fulfilled. This wasn’t even a consideration. Everything
         centred on him being the primary provider. It was the cause of angst in my early days of education that I showed no dedication
         towards learning. From a young age I possibly knew that my road to fulfilment would be different from that of my parents.
      

      
      If Dad had had a second chance to be young, he’d have had the benefit of a great education. Whatever his background, he would
         have been able to go to university in Ireland because there are no tuition fees. He has a sharp intellect. Among the sharpest.
         This has passed cleanly to my brother, who works for one of those big international firms so cleverly profiled in a John Grisham
         novel and hops from continent to continent, spending some years in Manhattan, a posting in Mumbai and now a swanky pad off
         the King’s Road in London.
      

      
      This would have been open to my Dad if he’d been born later. Instead, everything was a fight. With both my parents the fight
         was always for their children. The fear was always of not doing a good job. They had seen many fall by the wayside, many opportunities
         not taken. They had gone to London, worked so hard, achieved so much, and within five years come back home with the beginnings
         of their family. And their role was to provide financial, educational and moral guidance to us, to give us chances – and if
         one son was a dreamer who lurched his way through life excelling at nothing, well then that person wasn’t making the most
         of what was on offer.
      

      
      Starting out today, Dad would probably have the opportunity to turn his passion for opera into a career. Setting out on life’s
         journey when he did, this wouldn’t have been allowed, it wouldn’t have paid the bills. In the eighties he’d listen to pirate
         radio programmes which on Sunday afternoons would devote a few hours to classic operas. He started writing in to these programmes
         and was soon writing scripts, sending stories. He’d often hint that we should listen to the radio at a particular time, as
         he would have some contribution. But this fell on amused ears – why would we bother to listen to Jussi Björling just to hear
         Dad’s name read out? But it was impressive enough that he did it. It was great. How much more fulfilled would his life have
         been if the circumstances of his birth had been different? Opportunities exist now, whatever your background, that didn’t
         then.
      

      
      Mum is a romantic, as may be seen in the pristine dolls in the attic, and the collection of Lladro figures, Spanish porcelain
         images of pretty peasants, goose girls, nuns and the like, invariably purchased with pesetas on holidays and still displayed
         in a large illuminated mahogany cabinet. And her desire for flowers, sweet little country flowers and not only those in the
         garden. But she was also a lioness. Her iron will was what pushed the rest of us. She managed the family budget very carefully,
         which meant that we had the foreign holidays, and she was the first woman on our road to have a car.
      

      

   
   
      
      
      LOST AT SCHOOL

      
      After the convent I went to a variety of schools, including Ballyroan, where the future golfer Padraig Harrington was also
         a student. And then St Joseph’s in Terenure. I connected with little around me. Long walks to school and long walks home,
         satchel on my back, mind lost in dreams.
      

      
      I was desperate for a pet, and used to walk to the city to buy white mice. They lived in hidden compartments in my room, complete
         with hinged doors under my wardrobe. One escaped into the attic. I’d lie awake night after night as it scampered loose across
         the plasterboard ceiling. Eventually I trapped the hungry beast with tempting cheese.
      

      
      I’d keep gerbils in wasteland, creating homes for them. I wandered through my school years not feeling much at all. Exam results
         weren’t good. I was regarded as a bit ‘slow’. There was a visit to a child psychologist. After twenty minutes she and I had
         agreed I was OK. It had been recognized that I had changed since the tragedy, and my parents worried. They tried to understand
         what might be going on in my head, while dealing with their own loss. My way of coping was withdrawal and disobedience. When
         I’d disappear I’d be up to no good. It didn’t help that as a creative person I was different from the rest of the family.
         My goals or achievements would never revolve around study, the jobs that were held up as examples of achieving in life didn’t
         appeal at all. I’d no desire to work in a bank or the Civil Service. I wanted to make stuff and grow stuff. This is why I
         disappeared with shovels and spades. Mum and Dad couldn’t see a living being made this way, so they steered me in the academic
         direction that was never going to suit. Nobody in our environment painted or made stuff. The examples of creativity that came
         into the house were bits of reproduction furniture and porcelain figures. These meant nothing to me. It wasn’t that there
         was no taste or artistic flair, it was just that I had different tastes that served to push me further from the fold. I regard my parents’ achievements in battling against
         their odds highly. It was what they provided that allowed me the place and the time to dream. I didn’t have to go a nondescript
         job at the age of fourteen.
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