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  Foreword




  Among all the gardeners I know, Jim Buttress is a one-off. Always affable, he is ever ready with a chat about the current state of the weather, the latest plant he has

  discovered, the state of the nation or the state of his vegetables. There is nothing unusual about that, I agree. But he also has a morbid fascination with Crystal Palace football club and a

  predilection for bowler hats, which he wears when judging at Royal Horticultural Society shows. He is, to my knowledge, the only man who still adopts this traditional headgear when considering the

  finer points of a trio of parsnips or a plate of tomatoes. The symbol of authority was abandoned by the aristocracy long ago, but Jim likes to keep the tradition going. He’s funny like

  that.




  He is, by all accounts, a stranger to modern technology, but that is in some ways an advantage, for his grasp of the other realities of life is clearly heightened by his refusal to get bogged

  down in the likes of Twitter and Facebook – one of the many things we have in common.




  I can’t remember when I first met him, but it is at least forty years ago and would have occurred at an RHS flower show. We still meet every year – and always at the Chelsea Flower

  Show – and share three post-nominal letters that delight and astonish us. We are both recipients of the RHS Victoria Medal of Honour (VMH), an accolade bestowed by the Society on no more than

  sixty-three people at any one time, one for each year of Queen Victoria’s reign. We were both surprised to be so recognized and both, in Jim’s words, ‘chuffed to bits’.




  His memoir is unlike many others I have read in that the voice of the writer leaps so clearly from the page. Can voices leap? I think so. Jim’s style, character, opinions and prejudices

  shine through and make this a refreshing autobiography.




  He is what P. G. Wodehouse would have called ‘a good egg’, though even ‘Plum’ would have had to use all his powers of invention to create Jim Buttress – a sort of

  hybrid between the pig-keeper George Cyril Wellbeloved and Lord Emsworth’s head gardener, Angus McAllister.




  Here is a man comfortable in his own skin, whose story will make you smile and sigh sympathetically by turns. He is a man comfortable with plants and companionable with people and that, I

  reckon, is as good a compliment as anyone could have.




  ALAN TITCHMARSH




  February 2016




  





  1. Ten Floors Up




  Now where do you think the life story of an old-fashioned gardener with a London accent is going to begin? Islington? The East End? Clapham? All right then, how about somewhere

  a little bit further out. Enfield, perhaps? And what sort of house do you reckon he lived in? Well, it’s got to be somewhere with a nice big garden, right?




  Wrong.




  I’ve spent the vast majority of my life working with some of nature’s most beautiful creations, and it has to be said in some pretty incredible settings; but in order to be able to

  tell you about all this we first have to go a few miles north of the border, and then about a hundred feet up in the air, because believe it or not I spent the first year or so of my life on the

  tenth floor of a tenement in the East End of Glasgow. Salubrious it was not. A garden? We didn’t even have a window box. We were fifteen minutes from the nearest park or shop, and because

  there were no lifts, about fifteen minutes from the ground.




  Fortunately for me I was far too young to realize just how depressing it all was, but my poor old mum wasn’t. My word, how she suffered.




  Yours truly, James Cuthbert Buttress, was born on 28 January 1945 in Dennistoun, Glasgow, the eldest child of Owen Cuthbert Buttress, who was born 9 March 1914, and Barbara Patience Buttress

  (née Raphael) who was born 21 November 1911.




  Mum and Dad, or Pop as I usually refer to him, had met a couple of years before down in Worthing in Sussex, which is where Mum was from. She was working as a librarian at the time. The Connaught

  Theatre, a beautiful art deco building, was next door and whoever was appearing in Rep that month would come into the library to learn their scripts. It was warm, dry and, most importantly, quiet!

  Mum used to absolutely love this as she got to see many of her heroes and heroines in the flesh. She used to just sit there staring at them as they read.




  My mum was a real giggler, and this got her into awful trouble one day with the captain of the local Home Guard, who, believe it or not, happened to be the local bank manager! She and one of her

  colleagues came walking out of the library one day when they saw the Home Guard putting sandbags between the columns outside the library and placing gas pipes in between the bags to look like guns.

  When Mum saw this she broke into fits of giggles and old Captain Bank Manager didn’t like it.




  ‘Madam!’ he barked. ‘May I remind you we’re at war!’




  Because of that whenever Mum watched an episode of Dad’s Army she’d cry with laughter.




  Pop meanwhile had been doing his bit for the Navy. He was a lieutenant gunnery officer while he served, first on a troop carrier called the Nieuw Amsterdam, which used to take the troops

  out to places like South Africa, and then, after complaining that he hadn’t seen enough action, on the Atlantic convoys. These were targeted by the German U-boats of course and so he

  certainly got his wish. Like a lot of servicemen and women who served in the war he never liked talking about his experiences.




  ‘What’s the point in talking about it, boy,’ he used to say. ‘It’s all gone now.’




  When I was a boy, Remembrance Sunday was the only time I was reminded that he’d been involved in the conflict. We’d usually be down the allotment me and Pop, and just before 11 a.m.

  if I was close by he’d say, ‘Go on, boy, off you go,’ and I’d have to run off to the other end of the allotment. Once I was out of the way he’d stand up and observe

  the two minutes’ silence. In hindsight it was quite sad watching him stand there, alone with his memories.




  Towards the end of the war Pop was stationed in Worthing, which is how he met Mum. Now I don’t know how many of you have been to Worthing, but the Gorbals it ain’t. For a start

  it’s by the seaside – something Glasgow has never claimed to be – and from memory there aren’t that many large blocks of flats. Back then the Gorbals was quite a desperate

  area, full of poverty, deprivation and violence, and on top of this it had taken a hammering from the German bombers. Poor old Mum. She was eight months pregnant when Pop was sent up there and on

  top of being holed up on her own in a flaming rabbit hutch seven days a week, when she did manage to make it down the ten flights of stairs to something approaching civilization she couldn’t

  understand a single bloody word anyone said. They hadn’t been married a year at the time and so she must have been wondering why she’d bothered. Pop was old-school you see, and he took

  his job training the Navy cadets very seriously. This meant that if he wasn’t kipping, he was working, and that was all that mattered. We were still at war too and so everyone was preoccupied

  with that. You were just expected to get on with it.




  Worse was still to come though, because on top of being dragged from Worthing to Glasgow and then thrown into solitary confinement, Mum was about to give birth to me – the baby from hell

  – and during one of the worst winters on record.




  The birth itself was long and quite difficult by all accounts, and when I did decide to put in an appearance I wasn’t exactly what you’d call a cuddly baby. In fact, according to

  Mum, the moment I popped out I did four things: crapped, screamed, peed and belched – and sometimes in unison. I never slept either, or if I did it was the odd half hour here or there. I

  don’t remember any of this of course but it obviously left a bit of a mark on Mum because she used to love telling me.




  ‘You were a nightmare when you were a baby,’ she’d often say after a couple of gins. ‘Honestly, Jim, you could have grown a whole field of roses with what you produced in

  a day.’




  In all seriousness, it must have been a living hell for the poor old girl and although Mum never said as much I’m sure she must have suffered from depression. Think about it: you’re

  ten floors up with nowhere to go, it’s minus ten outside and the only company you’ve got is a noisy little human fertilizer production unit who refuses to go to sleep. I’m

  surprised she lasted as long as she did.




  I remember talking to Mum about all this one day and I asked her why she never told Pop how bad she was feeling.




  ‘It would have made me feel like I’d failed at being a mother,’ she said to me. Do you know, that broke my heart.




  Fortunately some help did eventually arrive in the shape of an old sea captain who lived in the same block as us. He was called Stanislaw Lubez, which is eastern European. I could be wrong but I

  have a feeling he was from Poland originally and had settled in Scotland after the First World War. Anyway, he’d obviously been keeping a close eye on Mum and after a couple of months of

  motherhood he could tell that she was at breaking point. You see the effect I have on people? Nothing’s changed.




  He was the only person she ever saw on a day-to-day basis apart from Pop, and one day while she was collecting the milk he stopped her. Mum remembered the entire conversation.




  ‘You look absolutely terrible,’ he said, which obviously must have made her feel better.




  ‘Look, why don’t you leave the baby with me? You need a rest.’




  ‘I can’t do that,’ said Mum. ‘He’ll just scream. You must have heard him? That’s all he does.’




  Heard me? Unless he was deaf or had soundproofing he’d have had no choice.




  ‘Yes, once or twice,’ he replied. ‘But it’s no problem. Look, I promise I’ll take good care of him. You have to look after yourself too, my dear. Now why

  don’t you go and get your hair done or something. I know it’s not much of a place but there are plenty of hairdressers.’




  Under normal circumstances Mum would obviously have thought twice about leaving her newborn baby with somebody she hardly knew, but at the time she was desperate. Talk about a shot in the arm,

  though. Once he’d talked her into it she had me wrapped up, packed up, and into his flat before you could say shampoo and set. She was certain it was going to be a once in a lifetime offer,

  on account of me probably making his life as miserable as hers, and so she rushed off to make the most of it. It was exactly what she needed. But what do you think greeted her when she got back? A

  sleeping baby Buttress, something she’d hardly ever seen before. Mum couldn’t believe her eyes.




  ‘How did you do it?’ she asked him.




  ‘Oh, it’s just a knack, my dear. Honestly, he’s been as good as gold.’




  A few months later when they’d got to know each other better she pressed him again on his sleep trick and Stanislaw admitted to Mum that he’d put a drop of Scotch into my milk.




  ‘I used to do the same with my nieces and nephews when they were young,’ he’d said to her. ‘It was the only way to shut them up!’




  Although it probably doesn’t happen these days I know lots of mums and dads who, back in the day, rubbed a little bit of whisky on the gums of their young ’uns, especially if he or

  she was teething. But pouring it into their milk? No wonder I slept! I must have been one of the first babies ever to wake up at the age of two months with a bloody hangover. All I can say is,

  thank God it wasn’t real ale, otherwise I’d never have made it past infancy.




  Do you know what, though, that relationship he had with Mum worked both ways because although the old sea captain had some family back in Poland or wherever, he had absolutely nobody in

  Scotland, not to mention bugger all to do, and so having me to look after gave him a purpose in life. Sure, I might have been a whinging little pain in the arse, but for the time I was in his care

  I was his whinging little pain in the arse, and that obviously brought a bit of meaning and responsibility into what was probably quite a humdrum existence. Mum got out, he got me, and I got

  pissed. Marvellous!




  Because Pop wanted to have me baptized (he was a devout Catholic and Mum a Protestant), old Stanislaw ended up becoming my one and only godparent. He was the only person they knew up in Glasgow

  and as Stanislaw was also Catholic – not to mention a seafaring gentleman – Pop came to look on him like an uncle, and so when it came to recruiting a poor unfortunate to take on yours

  truly he was happy to be welcomed on board. He told Mum that becoming my guardian was one of the proudest moments of his life. How about that?




  Now before I move on, let me just tell you what happened to Stanislaw, because although we moved from Glasgow soon after Pop was demobbed – much to Mum’s relief, of course – we

  obviously kept in touch with the old captain and, let me tell you, he took his duties as a godfather very seriously indeed.




  I’m sure some of you will remember this, but when I was a kid there used to be these removal companies that did all the parcel deliveries for the Royal Mail, and every birthday and

  Christmas one of the removal vans would arrive at our house. I remember it as if it were yesterday. Out would hop a man wearing a brown coat, he’d hand Mum a parcel, which was addressed to

  me, and I’d start jumping up and down with excitement. I used to sit there for days on end waiting for these blokes to arrive and when they did I could have exploded. Inside the parcel would

  be a lovely card with something like a racing car or an aeroplane on the front and a nice message inside, a letter for Mum and Pop letting them know what was happening, and then a present for me.

  Let’s be honest, that was what I was waiting for. How many kids do you know who open the card first, unless they’re told to? No chance! The moment that brown paper was off I knew

  exactly what to do, and my word did he spoil me. I got the lot: Monopoly, Escalado, Cluedo, Carpet Bowls – you name it, he sent it, and I remember every single game was made by Waddingtons,

  who were the Rolls-Royce of toy manufacturers. Seriously, if you got something made by Waddingtons when I was a boy, you were chuffed to flaming bits. The only downside to all these presents came

  at Christmas, or to be exact Boxing Day, because as soon as I’d had my breakfast Mum would sit me down with a pad of paper, a pencil and a load of envelopes and she’d say, ‘Right

  then, Jim, thank you letters.’




  I hated it.




  Not because I wasn’t grateful to the people who’d sent me presents, I was over the bloody moon! I just couldn’t stand writing letters. It would have been all right if mum had

  let me just write: Dear so and so, Thank you ever so much for my present. It’s terrific. Best wishes, Jim – but, oh no, I had to put chapter and verse in there. I had to say how I was

  doing at school and tell them which sports I was in to. It used to take me hours. And God forbid I spelt any words incorrectly.




  ‘That’s wrong,’ she’d bark. ‘Start again!’




  You know what kids are like. They want to be out there playing with everything.




  When it got to my ninth birthday nothing arrived from the old boy and I remember Pop looking at me and saying, ‘I think he’s gone, Jim. You know what he’s like, he never

  misses. I’ll get your mother to write him a letter just in case he’s ill or something.’ He didn’t have a phone so that was the only way we could check.




  Before Mum could even pick up a pen and paper a letter arrived from a solicitor informing them that Stanislaw had indeed passed away, but that he’d left me £500 in his will. He was a

  good age, by the way, at least eighty-five. Five hundred quid, though. Do you know that’s the equivalent of about £10,000 today? Ten grand!




  Seriously, what a wonderful old boy he was. The presents and the money were marvellous of course, but the best thing old Stanislaw ever did for us was to befriend my mum, because if he

  hadn’t offered to take baby Buttress off her hands every now and then, God only knows what might have happened. One thing’s for sure, I’d have had fewer hangovers!




  





  2. Granddad’s Smallholding




  The place we ended up moving to after Pop had been demobbed was Haywards Heath down in Sussex, which is about fifteen miles north of Brighton. I’m not sure exactly why

  they chose Haywards Heath but I’d say it probably had a lot to do with it being close to Mum’s family, and so it was here that I started to get to know them all a bit better.

  Pop’s too. We never saw hide or hair of anybody while we were up in Glasgow, not that I would have remembered, and so it was only when I was about a year old that all my grandparents and

  aunties and uncles got a look at me. Lucky old them, eh!




  While we’re here let me just give you a quick description of Mum and Pop. Mum was a very upright lady in the way she carried herself. She had brown hair and was quite slim. I suppose there

  was a touch of the Hyacinth Bucket about her. Only in looks though! Pop also had brown hair and because of his Navy background was also very upright and always walked with a straight back. When it

  comes to character they were polar opposites really. She was disorganized and never, ever knew where anything was, and he was like me (or me like him) and had everything in little neat piles. She

  always carried an enormous handbag and it was always stuffed with all kinds of everything. Chaos! Mum was also a bit of a social animal and she loved nothing more than going out for dinner or to a

  dance, whereas Pop used to prefer smaller gatherings.




  Because he liked to be organized, whenever they did go to a dance Pop would always insist that they set off about two hours before and so they always arrived just as they were laying out the

  tables!




  Perhaps because she was a librarian I’ve never known anybody read a book as quickly as my mum. She was a speed reader, and no mistake, and could get through them as fast as you could pass

  them to her.




  Theirs was an old-fashioned kind of marriage. They weren’t necessarily the perfect match, and if they’d been around today they might not have stayed together, but back then things

  were different and you just got on with it. They were most certainly devoted to each other though.




  When it comes to gardening I can tell you exactly where my passion came from: old Pop – and he got it from his dad. Everyone called Pop Cuddy, by the way, which is an abbreviation of his

  middle name, Cuthbert. He was an only child and grew up in Forty Hill, which is a suburb of Enfield, and right on the edge of Forty Hill is a place called Myddelton House, which is the ancestral

  home of E. A. Bowles. These days it’s home to one of the finest gardens you’ll ever see anywhere in the country, not to mention one of the largest collections of bulbs, and this is all

  down to E. A. Bowles – or, as his friends used to call him, Gussie. Now Gussie Bowles was and still is an absolute legend within British horticulture, and as well as spending many years on

  the RHS Council he was also awarded, way back in 1916, the Victoria Medal of Honour (which I was awarded in 2006) and served as Vice President of the Society from 1926 until his death in 1954.

  Seriously, if you’ve never heard of Gussie Bowles, look him up, and if you’ve never been to Myddelton House, go!




  Anyway, not only was Gussie Bowles a very dedicated and well-respected horticulturist, he was also a talent-spotter of young gardeners – not to mention mentor to dozens of other well-known

  gardeners – and it was this side of the old boy’s character that very nearly landed Pop his dream job. This story makes me want to weep.




  When he was just a nipper, Pop used to sit on a wall at the edge of his garden and when Gussie Bowles rode past in his pony and trap Pop would always give him a wave. I suppose it was like

  something out of The Railway Children. Anyway, one day, instead of waving back like he normally did, Gussie pulled up and started talking to Pop, and of course the first thing he asked him

  was whether he liked gardening.




  ‘So, young sir. Do your parents have a garden?’




  ‘Yes, they do, Mr Bowles.’




  ‘And do you take any interest in said garden?’




  ‘Yes, Mr Bowles. It’s my hobby.’




  Well, this was manna from heaven to old Bowlesy.




  ‘Is it really, young man?’ he said. ‘In that case, how would you and your mother like to come up to Myddelton House for some tea?’




  ‘I’m sure we’d be delighted, Mr Bowles.’




  ‘Excellent! Tuesday next at 4 p.m., all right?’




  Pop couldn’t have been more than about seven or eight years of age at the time, but from then on he and Gussie Bowles became great pals. I mean, what an introduction!




  So once a week Pop and his mum would go up to Myddelton House for tea, and then when he wasn’t at school he would go up there again and help Gussie in the garden. He spent every minute of

  every holiday there, according to Pop. Not a bad apprenticeship, was it? It’s like being taught football by Bobby Charlton.




  The only problem with this arrangement was Pop’s hay fever. He suffered terribly with it when he was a boy, and because there was no medication at the time he’d have to sit in a

  darkened room on his own for hours on end. Not much use to a gardener, eh?




  Over the coming years Pop learned a lot from old Gussie and Myddelton House became like his second home. Well, as you can imagine, by the time he was ready to leave school there was only one

  thing Pop wanted to do with his life, and that was to get his hands dirty.




  ‘I’ll tell you what, Owen,’ said Gussie. ‘Why don’t you come and work for me? I can’t afford to pay you much but I can train you up and then help you become a

  student at RHS Wisley. How does that sound?’




  What an opportunity! Pop had dreamed about going to Wisley, and with Gussie being a member of the RHS Council, not to mention one of the most respected horticulturalists in the country,

  providing he worked hard and kept his nose clean he would have been a shoe-in. No doubt about it.




  This doesn’t have a happy ending, I’m afraid. You see when Pop went home to tell his dad the good news the poor boy got the shock of his life. Instead of jumping for joy his dad just

  looked at him, and said:




  ‘I haven’t wasted my money on a good education so you can become a gardener. Go and tell Mr Bowles that you’re grateful for his offer but that you’ll have to turn it

  down.’




  And that was that.




  He was absolutely devastated, and who can blame him? Do you know, Pop ended up spending his entire adult life working in the insurance industry, and all because his dad told him to. Sad,

  isn’t it? I’ve got nothing against insurance people of course, and I think he even ended up enjoying it, but gardening wasn’t just a course or a job Pop was forced to turn down,

  it was a vocation. All his old man could see was money, and because he’d educated his boy privately at Ignatius College in Enfield, which back then was a very expensive Catholic school, a job

  in horticulture wasn’t going to offer a good enough return on his investment.




  Fortunately for me, my dad never lost his passion for gardening and as I became more and more interested in it he did nothing but encourage me. Apart from that first year in Glasgow we always

  had a garden where we lived, and Pop and I always had allotments. Well, he did. I was just his little helper.




  As you might already have gathered, Pop’s old man, Owen Buttress Snr, was as hard as bloody nails. He came from a long line of fruit and veg traders but was actually a

  master tailor by trade, and even had his own shop in Cambridge. It was profitable too – apparently he used to specialize in making gowns for all the masters and students. Granddad also had a

  business partner and one day, not long after Pop had started his life sentence in insurance, he decided that he was fed up with making clothes for other people and so sold his half of the business

  to his partner. Soon after that he and my grandma moved from Forty Hill to a place called Wickford in Essex, where they bought a lovely little smallholding. It’s like an episode of The

  Good Life, isn’t it? Seriously, that place was like paradise. Do you remember The Darling Buds of May by H. E. Bates? Well, it doesn’t matter whether you’ve read the

  book or watched the TV series; this place was exactly the same. They grew everything there: strawberries, raspberries, gooseberries and blackberries. They had apple trees, pear trees and plum trees

  – and as for the veg? Well, it was never-ending. Lettuce, tomatoes, leeks, spuds, carrots, caulis, swede, courgettes: you name it, they grew it. Do you know the old boy even grew his own

  tobacco? He did. He used to cure it and then either roll his own or put it in a pipe. Golden Virginia it was not! It smelt more like cow dung. They had livestock too, and I remember there were pigs

  and goats running all over the place. I loved it.




  This smallholding of theirs was right in the middle of nowhere, with no direct supply of electricity. To preserve the produce everything had to be pickled: the tomatoes, the cucumber, the eggs

  – everything. They were totally self-sufficient. There was no running hot water either, which meant that if you wanted to have a bath or wanted to wash some clothes you had to heat up the

  water on the Aga. I remember watching Grandma lifting out all these great big sheets and then running them through a huge mangle in the boiler shed. Talk about hard labour. As for the plumbing,

  though. Bloody hell! Unless you needed a number two it was always safer to go in the bushes.




  Do you know, I must have been the only member of my entire family who got on with Granddad, and that includes his wife, Maud! I promise you, he was like a deterrent. How they had my dad

  I’ll never know. For a start he was deeply religious. Now don’t get me wrong, I’ve got nothing against people with a faith, regardless of which god they follow, but he was the

  kind of hard-liner who not only tried to ram it down people’s throats, but also had no time whatsoever for anyone with a different opinion, and so people used to avoid him like the bloody

  plague. My mum in particular couldn’t stand him. As I’ve mentioned, she was a Protestant, and so he did his best to make her life a misery. Do you know, by the time the old boy died she

  was a bigger atheist than he ever was a Catholic. Pop, although not nearly as fervent as Granddad, was also quite a religious man and this used to annoy Mum even more.




  ‘You get it from him, don’t you?’ she’d bark.




  Whenever I went to visit Granddad and Grandma I was immediately transported into what I considered to be heaven on earth, and so I was quite happy listening to all his religious ramblings. It

  just washed over my head. As far as I was concerned it was a small price to pay.




  I haven’t mentioned my brother and sister yet, have I? Well I’m the oldest of three. There’s Caroline, who is four years younger than me, and Patrick, who is six years younger.

  You couldn’t wish for a better brother or sister.




  Well, unfortunately, little Caroline and Patrick used to absolutely hate going to Granddad’s. They couldn’t stand it. While I was out picking fruit, tethering goats and cleaning out

  the dog’s kennel they’d be sitting in the air-raid shelter crying their eyes out. They wanted to be home with Mum, you see, reading a book or listening to Children’s Hour;

  not chasing pigs and being berated by a religious geriatric. I, on the other hand, didn’t mind one bit and so instead of running and hiding from the old rascal I used to follow him around.

  Consequently we became very close. God only knows what he thought of me.




  They had a very strange bunch of neighbours down in Wickford. To the left of them was a chicken farmer and to the right of them a High Court judge. My God, he was eccentric. Wilberforce was his

  name, and I remember he used to have his own plane which he flew absolutely everywhere. He didn’t have a licence or anything, just a plane, a big field behind his house and obviously a lot of

  confidence! We used to go picking mushrooms in that field of his and I was fascinated by the fact that they would just pop up overnight.




  Despite being one of God’s own Rottweilers Granddad used to absolutely love his sport, and he ended up taking me to my first ever football match. OK, I know that some of you might not be

  interested in the beautiful game, but it is relevant. You see, in addition to gardening, real ale and rabbiting on, the one big passion I have in life is sport – especially football –

  and so this was the start of something big for me. I promise I’ll keep the footy chat to a minimum, by the way, but for the time being just humour me.




  Now whatever he did in life, whether it was going to church or digging up spuds, Granddad always insisted on wearing a smart tweed suit, and I remember that he was wearing a suit like this when

  he picked me up and lifted me onto a double decker bus to go and watch Chelmsford City, his nearest club. Well, I absolutely loved it. I was only about six or seven years old at the time and it was

  the first live sporting event I ever went to. There were probably no more than five hundred in the stadium that afternoon but to me it felt more like a million. There were people chatting, cheering

  and shouting. It was incredible. My first ‘atmosphere’, if you like. I’d never experienced anything like it. I remember getting back on that bus after the game and, let me tell

  you, I was full of it.




  ‘When can we go again, Granddad?’




  ‘Who was it that scored the first goal?’




  ‘Will he be playing next time?’




  You couldn’t shut me up.




  About ten minutes into the journey back it all became too much for me and I flaked out on Granddad’s knee. What a great day that was, and what a life-changer. About a year later, when I

  was eight, Pop took me to see Crystal Palace, who were our local team, and I’ve been following them ever since. No glory supporters in our house, thank you very much! I remember coming out

  and saying, ‘That was great, Dad. When can I come again?’ And he said, ‘When you’ve saved up enough money!’




  The big treat during a weekend visit to Granddad and Grandma’s was Sunday tea. My word, what a spread. Grandma’s sister and her husband used to come round and we’d all sit

  around the kitchen table. There in the middle would be a big old ham and next to it a huge loaf of home-made bread. Now the smell of that bread is something that has stayed with me from those days

  to this, and even now whenever I pass a bakery I’m immediately transported back to that kitchen. Surrounding the bread and the ham would be beetroot, tomatoes, boiled potatoes, spring onions,

  cheeses, pickles; and as I said, it was all home grown. I loved it!




  God, he could be a miserable old bugger though. How my grandma never ended up throttling him I’ll never know. She used to do everything she could to avoid him! He got worse as he got

  older. When Maud died he had to move into an old people’s home in Westcliff-on-Sea and once a week Pop would go down and see him after work. The journey there and back used to take him hours

  and quite often he didn’t get home until gone 11 p.m. Mum used to go bananas! Not that the old rascal ever thanked him. He would just pick holes in everything. ‘You’ve brought me

  the wrong kind of tobacco,’ or whatever. He was the original curmudgeon, my granddad.




  Being at his smallholding made me fall head over heels in love with the outdoor life, and from the moment I first set foot on that place I think I knew that whatever I’d end up doing in

  life, it wasn’t going to be under cover. It didn’t matter if it was raining, snowing, hailing or blowing a gale – if I was out, I was happy.




  Do you know, many years later I even considered taking up farming, because of Granddad and his smallholding. That is until Pop put me right.




  ‘You don’t have the brains, boy, and I don’t have the money, so if I were you I’d stick to horticulture.’




  How right he was.




  





  3. Down the Allotment




  As I said earlier on, since moving down from Glasgow we always had a big garden at the family home, and Pop’s own obsession for growing had started rubbing off on me as

  early as the age of four. The words I always longed to hear him say were ‘Are we off down the allotment, boy?’




  I didn’t need asking twice. It was like being told it was Christmas.




  ‘Yes, Dad!’ I’d shout, and in about five seconds flat I’d be standing by the front door with my wellies on.




  ‘Don’t forget your coat, otherwise your mother will kill me.’




  It didn’t matter what I was doing or what time of day or night it was, if Pop said, ‘We’re off,’ that was it, I’d be up and at ’em.




  I suppose I was spoiled for choice in a way because not only did we have the allotment – not to mention Granddad’s smallholding – but we had a garden that must have been half

  the size of a football field. All right, I might be exaggerating there a bit but that’s how I remember it. It was massive. Pop was also a dab hand when it came to things like carpentry and he

  taught me how to build garden sheds and chicken houses – the lot. As I said, I was his little helper.




  I remember the chicken house we had at home. It was like a wooden village and he must have had about a hundred chickens in there. Once, when I was about five years old, Pop came into the house

  one Sunday afternoon with his hat in his hand.




  ‘Come and see what I’ve got here, boy,’ he said, and when I went over to look I couldn’t believe it. As he took his hand away there in his hat were eight or nine

  chicks.




  ‘I thought that fat one was getting broody. What do you think, boy?’




  ‘I think they’re marvellous, Dad. Can I name them?’




  ‘No you can’t!’




  But Pop understood that I’d caught the bug, and from the moment I took an interest in gardening and the outdoor life he did nothing but encourage me. A year or two after I started getting

  involved he began taking me to all the gardening and flower and produce shows and of course that opened up a whole new world to me. We did a Chelsea or two together and we did local shows. He even

  took me up to places like Olympia for the big farming exhibitions. I may have been only five or six years of age but thanks to Pop I was already turning into quite a competent little gardener.




  The first time I ever entered anything into a show was at Haywards Heath when I was about six. The local horticultural society used to have an annual Fruit, Veg and Flower Show on the village

  green. They had all the usual classes: flowers, veg, preserves, cakes. Things are pretty much the same to this day, all round the country. Nothing’s changed really and why would we want it

  to?




  Just to prove how old I am, I remember that the Civil Defence Volunteers, or the Home Guard as they were also known, used to put on a display. That’ll take some of you back. It was

  fantastic. They’d pretend to set fire to a building or something and then rush in to rescue whoever was in there. Well, when they stretchered these poor buggers out they were all covered in

  tomato sauce. Pop used to stand there and laugh his head off but to me this was pure drama – the height of excitement.




  After that they’d put on some showjumping, which used to keep the little girls happy, and then after that the judging would start. Well, as I’m sure you can imagine, from the moment

  they opened the gates to that show until the moment they closed them I was in the flower and produce tents gawping at all the entries. I’d go round each one time and time again with my

  pretend clipboard (no bowler in those days, though), and after a few hours I would have decided who my winners were, and, believe me, they were never that far away from the choice of the judges

  themselves.




  One day, after a couple of years of playing judge at the Haywards Heath show, Pop had a word with me.




  ‘I think it’s about time you entered something, boy. What do you think?’




  What did I think? I’d never been as terrified or excited about anything in my entire life.




  When I was about six years old Pop had given me my own little patch at the end of our garden, and although it was under a tree and the soil wasn’t brilliant I still managed to grow a few

  spuds there. In fact that was probably what locked me into gardening. Planting something yourself is a game changer and the day I picked my own produce for the first time is still one of the

  biggest thrills I’ve ever experienced. Sure, they weren’t the best spuds the world had ever seen, but they were mine, and what’s more I’d grown them!




  Anyway, once Pop’s suggestion had sunk in I set to work and by the time the Haywards Heath show came around I had in my possession a few pounds of fairly decent potatoes.




  ‘They’ll do, boy,’ said Pop.




  Come the day of the show, off we popped, and I presented my entry to the show secretary.




  ‘My word, these do look good, young man. Where did you grow them?’




  ‘I’ve got my own allotment.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Yes. It’s at the bottom of our garden.’




  Obviously the potatoes weren’t placed but I got a certificate that said ‘Well Done’ on it, and best of all I got – wait for it – a rosette! Well, if I could have

  retired there and then I would have. I was absolutely over the moon. I felt like a proper gardener.




  Later on that day after everyone had gone home, Pop and I went back to the village green – him with a big wheelbarrow and me with a small one – and we shovelled up all the horse

  manure. We weren’t daft! I remember Mum went berserk.




  ‘Cuddy, it’s embarrassing. What if somebody sees you?’




  ‘So what if they do? I’d have to pay for this normally.’




  Once we got it all home (it took about five trips), Dad slipped me a shilling.




  ‘Good job, boy,’ he said.




  I’ll tell you, what a day!




  When Pop was forced to actually purchase things for our allotment or garden he more often than not went to a local hardware shop called – I think – Grimsticks. It

  was around the corner from my first primary school, which I’ll come on to in a bit, and like Granddad’s smallholding it evokes all kinds of wonderful memories for me. They sold the lot

  there: pots, lime, fertilizer, compost, pea sticks, runner bean poles, tarred string and every kind of vegetable seed or bulb you can imagine. Things like lime and fertilizer – not to mention

  a lot of the seeds and bulbs – were all sold loose back in those days and this was the thing I enjoyed most. Once you’d told him what you wanted, let’s say broad bean seeds, the

  old boy behind the counter would take a small brown paper bag and a scoop and then head off to the relevant tub. I’d always follow him, by the way. After he’d scooped the seeds in

  he’d then walk back behind the counter and seal up the bag using a label bearing both the Latin name – in this case Vicia faba – and underneath the English name. Now I know

  it’s only a bloke in a brown coat putting some seeds in a bag, but if you add in the smell of the place (that was the tarred string), it was just amazing.




  Do you know what my Christmas presents were in those days? Well, from the age of about four until I left home I’d get things like watering cans, trowels, wellington boots, spades, hoes or

  seeds. About November time I’d get a deluge of questions. ‘What do you need, Jim? Are your wellies still holding up? How about a nice new fork?’




  Apart from the toys my godfather used to send me I only ever received two non-gardening presents, and that was because I requested them. I used to ask for a Thomas the Tank Engine book

  and – best of all – a Boy’s Own diary. I was a mad keen diarist right up until my early twenties. Back then I used to fill it with gardening stuff:




  FRIDAY: Went to the allotment with Dad when he got home and we planted some leeks. Dad says if they’re good enough we might enter them in the show.




  SATURDAY: Helped Dad mend the chicken shed and then weeded the front garden. Still don’t like weeding!




  You know the sort of thing. Little notes on what Pop and I had been doing and what we hoped to achieve with what we’d planted.




  By far my favourite Christmas or birthday present, which I started to get when I was a little bit older, was a voucher to buy seeds. This used to send me into a right state – and why?

  Because it meant I had to get myself a seed catalogue, and let’s face it, you’d be hard pushed to find an adult anywhere in the country who as a child didn’t like gazing at

  hundreds of colourful photos of whatever it was they were interested in. Some probably liked looking at bikes and some at dolls and things, but for me it was packets of seeds and what they grew

  into. I actually became obsessed by seed catalogues for a time. They were free, you see. Pop used to get a magazine each month called Amateur Gardening, which is still going to this day, and

  they used to carry adverts in the back for these seed companies who, if you asked them nicely, would send you a shiny new catalogue. I used to send off for about two or three every single month and

  have actually kept one or two. It was as much about getting your own post as anything else. It made me feel like a grown-up.




  The one catalogue I remember most was from a company called Dobbies, who are also still going and are based up in Edinburgh. I’d sit there hour after hour after hour trying to decide which

  seeds I’d buy; in fact I don’t think I ever actually wanted to decide, because when I did that was it, I was done. Looking at catalogues and wishing that you could buy something is one

  thing, but when you’ve got a voucher in your hand and can actually put in an order that’s a different kettle of fish. It was the highlight of my year when I was a boy, and it would

  quite literally go on for weeks. The first thrill was getting the voucher of course, and then after that choosing my seeds. But filling in the order form? Well, that was something else. I loved

  writing every letter. After that I’d send it off and then wait nervously every morning for the postman to arrive. When eventually the envelope arrived – adorned with the words

  ‘Dobbies of Edinburgh’ on the front – I would nearly collapse with anticipation. There’d be something like fifteen or twenty packets in there and after getting them out of

  the envelope I’d line them all up in two rows and just look at them. How daft is that?




  Eventually I’d get round to planting all these seeds, either in my patch in the garden or the little bit Pop had given me at the allotment, but to be honest I don’t remember ever

  producing a great deal from them. That didn’t matter though, at least when I was young. It was the process that mattered. Some of you will probably think it’s all a little bit strange,

  but that’s what floated my boat. I was the seed-king of Haywards Heath!




  The best allotment we ever had was the one Pop got when we moved to Purley in Surrey, which is in the borough of Croydon. He’d got a promotion at the Norwich Union, I think, and so we were

  able to move a bit closer to London. There were also one or two good Catholic schools in Purley and so I’m sure that too would have had a bearing. That would have been in the early 1950s and

  it was yet another little demi-paradise which yours truly would quite happily have never, ever left. It was on something called the Roundshaw Park which was on the Roundshaw Estate near the Purley

  Way and it was situated right at the end of the runway of the old Croydon Airport. That closed down years ago, of course, but back then it did most of the Jersey and Guernsey flights for London and

  it was also where the early morning cut-flowers arrived, destined for places like Covent Garden Market. I remember watching dozens of lorries pull in to collect them all. It was a hive of

  activity.




  Now in those days we still had things like smog, which, if you were flying a plane, could be more than a little bit dangerous. There were no electric landing lights then, and so the Fire Brigade

  would turn up, line the sides of the runway with barrels of oil, and then set fire to the bloody lot. Health and safety? Not on your nelly. It didn’t exist back in those days. Me and my

  brother Pat would sit there and watch all this going on, and then later on, if it was a Saturday, we’d shift round a bit and start watching a football match on one of the football fields next

  door, or if it was a Sunday, cricket. Seriously, what a life.




  I remember when we first got the allotment. What a mess that was. It was all nettles. It took us days to clear it and even when we’d finished it was still a mess. I asked Dad what we were

  going to do with it.




  ‘We’ll put spuds in first, boy. That’ll help clear the ground.’




  I actually remember the first bucket of spuds we dug up there. ‘I think we’ve cracked it, boy,’ Pop said to me. ‘It should be good from now on.’




  And it was.




  The house in Purley was quite a big semi-detached but it had an enormous garden. It had to if Pop was going to buy it. As with Haywards Heath, Pop made sure I had my own

  patch, and because I was a little bit older I decided to go to town a bit. First I wanted a pond.




  ‘You want a what?’ said Pop. ‘But you’re just a nipper. What on earth do you want a pond for?’




  I wanted to turn that little patch of land into my garden – a garden within a garden, so to speak – and in my mind any garden proprietor worth his salt would have to insist on

  a pond. In the end I sank an old kitchen sink in there, lined it and then blocked up the plughole. Once that was in I sent off for a few plants to put round it. They were as cheap as you like and

  were all pernicious weeds most probably, but they were guaranteed to grow.




  Anyway, not long after that I decided I wanted a greenhouse.




  ‘That makes a bit more sense than a pond,’ said Pop. ‘How are you going to pay for it, though?’




  ‘I haven’t got any money, Dad.’




  ‘I thought as much. Hang on,’ he said. ‘I’ve got an idea.’




  Pop had his own greenhouse, of course, and on the side of that he put up a little lean-to for me and then he lined it with some glass. He kept his boiler in there too, which meant everything was

  always nice and warm – if occasionally covered in ash! It was crude but it was mine. I was as pleased as Punch. I’d arrived!




  Incidentally, old Pop was without doubt one of the world’s greatest ever boiler starter-uppers. I’ll explain. We had a wood-burning stove in our hallway and during the winter Pop

  would get up, and the first thing he’d do is light it. Then he’d move into the sitting room and he’d lay the open fire. Mum was no good with fires and as she was also no good at

  getting out of bed in the morning, Pop had no choice. After that he’d have to light the hot-water boiler followed by the one in his greenhouse. It doesn’t stop there though. You see,

  once his boiler-athon was finished he’d start on making breakfast, but he wouldn’t just make breakfast for himself. Oh no. He’d make mine, Pat’s and Caroline’s, and

  then he’d start on the sandwiches. Four rounds of sandwiches! How he managed all that day in, day out I’ll never know. Different generation. It’s funny, but Mum would always

  appear at the bottom of the stairs just as he’d finished cutting them.




  A few years later I managed to get myself a proper greenhouse and the first things I grew in it were cucumbers. Well, you can imagine what it was like when they were ready for picking. I just

  smiled for weeks on end. I grew some tomatoes after that and they too turned out OK. This is the life, I thought. This is why we do it.




  On one side of the greenhouse I had a bench, and on there I grew some beautiful house plants called cineraria. You rarely see them these days but back then they were very fashionable. I remember

  watching those plants come through and, my word, they were stunning. They bore the most beautiful shades of purple and blue I’d ever seen in my life. Anyway, a few days before I was going to

  take them out I came down to find that they’d all turned as black as the devil’s waistcoat. There’d been a frost overnight and because I hadn’t a heater it had killed them.

  I was absolutely inconsolable. I’d never experienced anything like this before. Sure, not everything I planted grew or grew like it should, but I’d never had something as devastating as

  that happen to me. It was like suffering a bereavement.




  ‘That’s gardening, boy,’ said Pop. ‘We’ll have to get you a heater.’




  I remember saying to him, ‘It’s a bit late now, Dad!’




  A few days later he got me a little paraffin heater and so after that everything was OK.




  Do you know, I can still see those flowers to this day? It makes me shiver!




  





  4. The Worst Pupil in Purley




  There’s one part of my childhood I haven’t told you about yet, and to be honest I’ve been absolutely dreading it. I am of course talking about – school.

  Even the word makes me want to run and hide. I’m afraid I was to learning what bindweed is to successful gardening, and if the nuns who originally taught me had had their way I’d have

  been dealt with in exactly the same manner.




  My earliest recollection of being at primary school is of sitting in the classroom and looking at these nuns, thinking, what on earth am I doing here? What I should have done is got up and

  walked straight out, because they turned out to be the nastiest bunch of ‘you know whats’ I’ve ever had the displeasure of knowing. Sisters of Mercy? They were more like the

  Spinsters of Misery. What’s more they seemed to revel in dishing it out. The only upside I seem to remember from that first year was a pretty little blonde girl who I used to sit next to; or

  at least I used to try and sit next to her. Every time I sat down at her desk I got the same thing.




  ‘James! What are you doing bothering her? She’s a good little girl. Now come up here where I can see you.’




  I absolutely hated it, and what’s more I hated them. Eventually I got so peeved off with the Spinsters of Misery that I just became disruptive, and, do you know what, it was a

  masterstroke, because whenever I got too much for them they’d take me out to the walled garden and then lock the door. Once I was out there I’d do a bit of work in the gardens, so

  really I couldn’t have been happier. Occasionally they’d lock me in a cupboard under the stairs if I was being particularly obnoxious but more often than not I’d go outside. Can

  you imagine that these days? They’d get arrested.




  My absolute worst memory of life at Stalag Luft St Joseph’s is milk time. Do you remember those little bottles of milk we used to get? Well, some of you will. We used to have to drink them

  every day we were there, and for somebody who wasn’t too keen on milk it was a recurring nightmare! During the winter the milk would often turn up frozen, so the nuns used to open the

  bottles, throw it all into a cauldron and then put it over a paraffin heater. Now in my mind there’s only one thing worse than a cup of lukewarm milk and that’s a cup of lukewarm milk

  with skin running down the side of it. They would line us all up like something out of Oliver Twist, except I wasn’t asking for more. I used to try anything not to have to drink that

  milk. I tried biting them, I tried punching them and I tried kicking them, but none of it seemed to work. They just held my head back, forced my mouth open, pinched my nose and poured it in. Do you

  know, from that day to this I’ve never drunk a drop of milk except in tea or coffee, and whenever I see a nun I get palpitations!




  There are two other things I remember from primary school that involve neither nuns, milk, or mild forms of violence, and that’s King George VI’s funeral and Queen Elizabeth

  II’s coronation. They brought a television into school so we could watch those two events and I can remember them as clear as day. During old George’s funeral we were told by the nuns

  to be solemn as it was a sad occasion, and then during the coronation we were told to be happy.
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