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3.47 a.m.

Gale force winds, torrential rain, mass power blackouts. Sydney is being battered by its worst November storm in forty-four years.

Australia’s top rating breakfast TV show, Sunrise, shifts to ‘rolling coverage’. That means the breaking news story is considered significant enough to dominate the show. This storm is a major weather event. The perfect time, you would think, for the weatherman to shine. The perfect time, you would think, for the weatherman to impart his in-depth meteorological knowledge to the nation. The perfect time, you would think, for the weatherman to do what weathermen do best: talk about the weather.

So where is the Sunrise weatherman as all of this unfolds live on air? He’s on the sunny Gold Coast in an ill-fitting Hawaiian shirt interviewing a talking cockatoo named Gandalf. I am deadly serious.

That’s me, Sam Mac, the Sunrise weatherman. Sure, most weathermen would consider it a professional insult to be asked not to report on a major weather event, but not me – I know that by avoiding detailed weather chat, I can create more room in my segments to do what I do best: tap dancing, baby discos, knitting, riding camels, bungee jumping, massaging strangers, eating the world’s hottest chilli, life drawing and even some Bollywood dancing. And I think all of that happened in the one week. Welcome to my life.

You might be wondering what on earth those activities have to do with the weather. And the answer is … absolutely nothing! The average length of one of my live crosses is around three minutes. Thirty seconds of that is weather related. Which means that this weatherman spends 80 per cent of his air time talking about topics other than the weather. Wonderful news for fans of tap dancing.

On multiple occasions I’ve even completely forgotten to throw to the weather forecast. That’s the entire premise of my segment! I’ve had a big laugh, or completed a stunt, then casually told the studio team I’d be back with more later in the show. Awkwardly, Sunrise hosts David Koch (a.k.a. Kochie) and Samantha Armytage have had to respond with, ‘Ahh, Sam, what about the weather?’

People often ask me how I became a weatherman. The answer truly is by accident.

I was working as a waitress in a cocktail bar … Okay, that’s a lie. Just checking you’re paying attention.

I was working as a roving reporter for The Project on Channel Ten. They were the first big show to take a chance on me. It was an extremely fun, smart and supportive team. I was relishing my air time. The problem was, my air time was too sporadic. Despite being on contract, I would occasionally go a full week without a single appearance on the show. So I was effectively being paid to do nothing. And I thought that only happened to TV executives!

(I’m fully aware that joke may jeopardise my future career prospects. Ahh well, thug lyfe.)

Around this time, my great friend Stefan Mitchell was the executive producer for Weekend Sunrise on the Seven Network. One afternoon he called to see if I’d be interested in doing a few live crosses from the opening of a new space-themed cat cafe called Catmosphere.

This is arguably the most on-brand brief I’ve ever received. Cats and puns, yes please.

Technically, The Project could’ve said no. But, as mentioned above, they’re good people, and I genuinely felt they had my best interests at heart. I could, however, feel a tinge of reluctance as they officially approved my appearance on Seven. It was like agreeing to an open relationship. I was with Network Ten, my lover, but I had permission to simultaneously be with Network Seven, my mistress. And I was getting paid by both. So, I guess it was less like an open relationship and more like I was a cheap rent boy with two masters. That metaphor ended up far messier than it started. My apologies.

My segments at Catmosphere were a lot of fun and the feedback from Seven was very positive. Stefan told me that Craig McPherson, Director of News and Public Affairs, had instructed him to get me on the show more often. Craig will probably read this book so I want to go on the record to point out that he is not one of the executives I was referring to in the joke above. In fact, Craig’s been one of my biggest supporters and is ultimately the man who got me over to the network. (I also realise that disclaimer has completely undone my thug lyfe claim.)

So, after only a handful of fill-in spots, I was offered one of the biggest jobs in television, the role of Sunrise weather presenter. Throughout the negotiation period, I kept expecting a weather or basic meteorology quiz to be sprung upon me. I even googled a glossary of weather terms just in case. I presumed, as a bare minimum, I’d be sent to a TAFE-style meteorology short course. But it never happened. And so, with absolutely no planning, research or qualifications, I’d just accidentally become a weatherman.

The most common question I am asked about my job is, ‘What time do you have to get up in the morning?’ The answer is that it varies from day to day, depending on how far I have to travel to the filming location. On an average day, the first of my three alarms goes off at 3.47 a.m. It’s always the harshest alarm. But I take great satisfaction in showing it who’s boss and going straight back to sleep. The second (or preliminary) alarm goes off at 3.57. This one isn’t quite as abrasive, but it brings with it a lingering sadness. I know that with the preliminary alarm, the dream is (literally) almost over. The final non-negotiable alarm sounds at 4.07 a.m. This is the alarm that makes me reassess all of the life decisions that have led me to this point. I often sit on the edge of the bed while the alarm is ringing, and I imagine a different life. Why couldn’t I have been a weatherman on a Tonight show?

I set three alarms because I prefer the gradual wake-up over the band-aid single-alarm wake-up. I thoroughly enjoy the two moments I get to disobey the alarm, even though the alarm always wins in the end. On the iPhone, there’s an option to attach a little note to each alarm. Next to the final alarm, my note says – and I’m not making this up – ‘Do it for Kochie’. And that’s all the inspiration I need to face the day.

The second most common question I get asked is, ‘How many frequent flyer points do you have?’ Please don’t hate me, but I’m a platinum member with both of Australia’s major airlines. I know their lounges so well you could blindfold me at the entrance and I’d still be able to safely find my way to the pancake machine. I started this job in 2016 and in the five years since I’ve averaged 120 flights a year. In 2018 I caught 137 flights, a personal record. Zero of those were business class. I really need to get Kochie to give me some negotiation tips.

In researching for this book (yes, I actually did some – you’re welcs) even I was astonished to learn that as of December 2020 I’d hosted a staggering 7600 segments on Sunrise. Including three good ones. I’m joking. There were at least ten.

That equates to approximately 380 hours, or 22800 minutes of live TV. Even I’m sick of my own face after learning that.

While we’re on statistics, I can tell you that those flights have enabled me to visit more than eight hundred Australian towns. As the weatherman I’ve travelled more than 1.5 million kilometres. I know the airport check-in experience very, very well. So much so that I barely even remember doing it. It’s muscle memory. I just put my headphones on with some tunes or a podcast and glide through.

There are only two moments that snap me out of that almost meditative state. The first is when I get patted down at security. I actually look forward to it – it’s often the only physical contact I get from another human being for that week. And, yes, it probably is unnecessary for me to ask them if they’d like to pat me down again ‘just to be safe’, but I’m only giving them the option, okay?

The other moment that snaps me out of airport chill mode is seeing the price of sandwiches. My goodness – fourteen dollars for a grim-looking egg and mayo sandwich in a plastic container? I’d rather eat a service station hotdog. And that’s a big call, that’s opening yourself up to all manner of questionable ‘meat’.

We also travel internationally and I’ve been lucky enough to host the segment from ten different countries. My top five are Japan, Canada, USA, South Africa and the Cook Islands. Picturesque lakes, secluded woodside cabins, private pools, three-hatted restaurants, stunning gondola rides and hot springs in the snow. I’ve found myself in some of the world’s most romantic situations, in some of the world’s most romantic locations. The only problem is that I’m completely alone. Or, even worse, with my producer, Sean Flynn, a.k.a. The Human Emoji. I mean, I love Sean, and you’re going to learn a lot about him in this book, but some experiences are more enjoyable with a partner, not with an anorexic George Costanza.

Finally, the third most common question I am asked is, ‘Where did you study meteorology?’ My response to this is uproarious laughter. That question is generally a sure-fire giveaway that the person asking it has never watched the show.

In my first year I used to worry about being exposed, or publicly shamed for living a lie. I had recurring nightmares that an FBI-style organisation called the FBM (Federal Bureau of Meteorologists) was going to track me down, take me off air mid-segment, and ban me from ever discussing the weather again.

But as time passed by, I discovered that my segment was ultimately about two things: people and places. As long as I could entertain and make meaningful connections with the people of Australia, most viewers would ignore the fact that I was a fraudulent forecaster.

And one thing I never expected was how much this job, and the people it enabled me to meet, would transform my life.
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People

Being welcomed into your lounge room every morning is an absolute privilege. It’s something I’ll never take for granted. We’re so spoilt for entertainment options these days, so when I meet someone who watches our show, I make a point of saying thank you.

As humans, we’re often at our most vulnerable first thing in the morning. We’ve just woken up, and we’re fragile. That’s why breakfast TV has a unique opportunity to form an extremely powerful bond with the audience. There’s an element of trust involved. Familiar faces or voices can be very reassuring. Everybody wants to start their day with a level of comfort, something that’s going to make them feel good. That could be a reliable journalist delivering the news, a commentator who inspires robust political discussions, or even a silly weatherman who just makes you smile. The fact that I can start off a stranger’s day with a laugh or a smile is one of the most rewarding parts of my job. Second only to the free Cabcharges.

I hosted a lot of radio and TV shows before I started on Sunrise. I’d occasionally get recognised out and about by strangers, but it was generally with a hint of confusion or hesitation. Some people would know who I was straightaway, but the vast majority would either think I was a guy who once dated their sister (deny, deny, deny!) or a guy they used to play C Grade cricket with (I would’ve been A Grade, obvs) or even the guy from the chocolate adverts (do a Google image search for Lindt Master Chocolatier).

All of that changed when I started on Sunrise. Almost instantly, people seemed to know who I was with a new degree of certainty. I really noticed it at the airport. Security staff would suddenly address me by name and ask how the cats were. I don’t think that’s standard protocol.

Thankfully these interactions with strangers were all positive, but being newly recognisable was certainly a little unnerving. I could feel people looking at me or talking about me more than I was used to. I had to quickly adjust and be at ease with it. I mean, I’m hardly a Kardashian, I’m a TV weatherman, but it transformed my little world.

I must confess, I wasn’t a Sunrise viewer before I got the job. Back then, if I was out of my bed before 9 a.m. I must’ve wet it. I’m a night owl. But as I started to meet our viewers, I realised I had dramatically underestimated the show’s reach and popularity.

Sunrise viewers have an incredible amount of passion for the show, and its hosts. They know intimate details about every member of the team, and they’re fiercely loyal. Every day, no matter where I am in Australia, people rush up to me. ‘Tell Kochie I’m a Power member!’ ‘Tell Sam I’ve got a labrador too, just like Banjo.’ ‘Tell Beretts I met him at the Melbourne Cup in 2008.’ ‘Tell Nat I’ve got a bunion.’ ‘Can you give Eddy this “Molly” blanket I knitted for her new bub?’

I absolutely love it. It’s a compliment of the highest order. And although it’s not possible for me to pass on all the comments, I definitely give it my best shot.

(Side note: after reading this, some of my mates will finally understand why they occasionally see me rugged up on the couch in a ‘Molly’ blanket. Sorry, Eddy.)

My role isn’t really about weather (thank goodness). It’s about people. I travel the country meeting people from all walks of life. I hear their stories, and I help to share them with the nation. Our average stay in most towns is only about eighteen hours. Arrive early evening. Bed by 8 p.m. Up at 4 a.m. Do the show. Have breakfast. Head back to the airport for a flight by midday. On to the next town. And repeat. We don’t have long to build a rapport, and the lights and camera can make for a very unnatural setting. But, in my experience, if you follow your gut, look people in the eye, and have an open mind, it’s quite incredible the connections you can make very quickly.

It doesn’t matter whether you’re in a preschool or a retirement village, there’s a story to tell. And with the added power of social media, I’ve been lucky enough to enjoy some truly magical connections. Here are a few that have really stayed with me.

In early 2019, one of my great mates, Liam Stapleton, hit me up for a favour. Now, some of you will be familiar with Liam. He used to host the Triple J Breakfast Show (Ben and Liam) and these days can be heard on Nova Adelaide. He’s an extremely gifted young man, but he’s also very genuine, and I’m proud to call him a pal.

The favour he wanted was for me to make a little video for a close family friend, a man named Chris Grigg. Liam explained, ‘Chris is in his early fifties and he was recently diagnosed with motor neurone disease. I know you get requests like this all the time, but he’s such an amazing person and this will really lift his spirits.’

Liam continued, ‘He’s told my mum how much enjoyment he gets out of your segments, and how much that means to him during such a shitty time. He legitimately watches Sunrise to see you.’

Obviously I was blown away by such a compliment. I told Liam it would be my pleasure to do a video for Chris, but I’d like to take it one step further and give him a personalised shout-out live on Sunrise.

A few days later I shared his story on air: ‘The Big Freeze is coming up, raising funds and awareness for MND. And I’d like to take this opportunity to give a shout-out to Chris Grigg, he’s a friend of a friend. Chris is in his early fifties, he was a very successful footy player, and these days he runs a gym, very fit, very active guy. All of a sudden, last year, he starts to encounter some health problems. Difficulties with chewing, a dramatic loss of strength in his arms and he’s diagnosed with motor neurone disease.’

At this point I put on the ‘Fight MND’ beanie and said, ‘Currently, there’s no cure for MND, and we don’t know how fast or slow it will affect his body. So I’m wearing this beanie for Chris Grigg today. We’re right behind you, mate. We know that you’ve taken this like a champion, and you’ve even been lobbying and working behind the scenes to improve assistance and awareness for people with MND in South Australia. You raised an extraordinary forty thousand dollars with the Athelstone Football Club. All of this while going through a battle of your own. You’re incredible! I’m also wearing this today to show support to anyone else watching with MND, and their families.’

It was quite an emotional moment. I felt an extra layer of connection because Liam is a close mate of mine and I knew how much Chris meant to Liam’s family.

Unbeknown to me, Chris’s family decided not to tell Chris he was going to be mentioned on the show. And they secretly filmed him when the segment went to air. They sent me the video later that day.

Chris was on the couch, in his tracksuit, watching Sunrise like he does every day. All of a sudden, I mentioned his name and his photo appeared on the TV. His jaw dropped. Thankfully he wasn’t live on the air because, as his eyes nearly popped out of his head, he mumbled, ‘What the f**k?’ Apologies for the language, but totally understandable.

As I shared his story with Australia he was clearly in shock, glancing between the TV and his wife, Samantha, who he could now see was filming him with her iPhone. There was a point in the video where Chris really broke down. It was the part where he saw photos of how he looked before MND, and how he looked now. It was like two different people.

As I watched the video back, I broke down in tears myself. Even though we’d never met, I felt like I knew Chris. I’ve met people just like Chris at sporting clubs over the years. He’s a father, a great guy, and he doesn’t deserve this.

When I look at how MND has affected Chris, it really upsets me. It’s so cruel, so unfair. At fifty-three, he was fit and healthy, and now he struggles to lift the quilt over himself in bed at night. Not long after his diagnosis, Chris married his partner of seven years, Samantha, in a surprise wedding. That tells you a lot about his character. He really is living for every day and making the most of every opportunity. But he’s well aware of the reality of MND. ‘It’s terminal, I will die,’ he told me when we first spoke. ‘The average time from diagnosis, they say, is twenty-seven months.’ That breaks my heart.

A year into their marriage, Chris had lost all of the strength in his hands and arms and he had to sell the gym. Samantha has taken on the role of carer, helping him shower, eat and clean his teeth. But, much like Chris, she has a wonderfully positive attitude. ‘We’re trying to live the life we would’ve lived over the next twenty years, but we’re just trying to cram it all in … a few holidays, spend time with the kids and friends,’ she said.

Chris and I started chatting regularly and struck up a bit of an Instagram friendship. I love seeing the photos he posts with his kids and Samantha. I also love getting his little updates, on the good days and the bad days. I’m so impressed by the way he’s tackling this head-on. He’s constantly lobbying and working behind the scenes for better conditions for people with MND. He’s also determined to ensure that when his final months do come, he has the option to live them out in comfort at his home surrounded by his wife, his kids, and loved ones. As much as I hope that’s many, many years away, I fully support Chris on that mission.

When I returned to Adelaide in October 2020, I suggested to Liam that we invite Chris for a beer so I could finally meet him. Chris had told me many times over messages that he was going to shout me a beer one day. It was only right that I took up the offer. I got such a thrill when he walked into The Archer Hotel in North Adelaide that night. I gave him a big hug and we sat down to spend a few hours chatting and laughing like a couple of old mates. I must be honest, his physical state and his ability to communicate had deteriorated more rapidly than I’d expected, compared to the videos I’d seen. But his spirit was high. And his wit was razor sharp. He was dropping hilarious zingers about Kochie, Port Power and even my lack of weather knowledge. I could, however, sense his frustration at his speech not keeping up with his brain. At one point he apologised to me. ‘I’m really sorry if you can’t understand all of what I’m saying,’ he said. Of course, it was completely unnecessary, but I wanted to keep things light so I responded, ‘Mate, I’ll be the one apologising to you for my speech if I have a few more beers.’ I found out after the fact that Chris almost didn’t come that night because he was self-conscious about his speech. Well, I’m so grateful he did, because once a champion, always a champion. And after meeting Chris, I’m adding MND to the list of causes I’ll be using my platform to promote and support. But next time it’s my shout, mate.

[image: Photo]
A selfie photo of the protagonist Sam Mac with his friend Chris. Both of them smile while posing.
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In my five years on the show, I’ve visited over one hundred schools. Kids bring such enthusiasm and unpredictability to life, which often makes for great TV. There’s something dangerous about sticking a microphone in front of a kid’s face and genuinely not knowing what they’re going to say. That works for me – I prefer my crosses to be slightly dangerous. And a little tip for fellow TV presenters: don’t just chat to the students put forward by the school. They’re often Student Representative Council (SRC) members and will perform like scripted robots. Go out of your way to find the naughty kids. They bring the gold. (No offence to SRC reps – I was one. It’s true, I peaked in Year 7.)

Occasionally we meet a student who well and truly steals the show. That’s exactly what happened in September 2019 at Rozelle Public School in Sydney. I interviewed ten-year-old Arran Keith. When he was just six months old Arran was diagnosed with cerebral palsy quadriplegia, affecting all four of his limbs. But what struck me immediately was that Arran’s all about what he can do, not what he can’t. He may be young, but he’s already doing enormous things in his chosen sport of race running, an innovative sport for people with a physical disability. Race runners use a running bike, a three-wheeled frame with a saddle, body support and, most notably, no pedals. It’s dynamic, and very impressive. Arran was the first Australian athlete to compete in race running in Europe. He even participated in ‘Little Warriors’ at the Invictus Games and he’s conquered the eighteen-kilometre summit of Mount Kosciuszko. All of that by the age of ten!

Arran is a cheeky, highly intelligent young lad who is wise beyond his years. ‘The doctors said I would never walk, but now I walk on my own with no one behind me,’ he told me. ‘Cerebral palsy is not necessarily a disability, I think I have more ability. I want to be a Paralympian or a politician one day.’

In our conversation, live on air, Arran revealed that his hero is Australian sporting great Kurt Fearnley. I’d need an entire chapter to list Kurt’s achievements, but he’s most famous for multiple gold medals at the Paralympic Games, and for ‘crawling’ the Kokoda Track. A true legend.

Arran told me that Kurt was a big inspiration to him and that he was currently reading his book. This sparked an idea in my mind. Wouldn’t it be great to help Arran meet his idol? So in the next cross I prepped Arran to talk directly to the camera as if it were Kurt Fearnley. I teed up some emotive music (we went with ‘Wind Beneath my Wings’) and Arran addressed the camera: ‘Good morning, Kurt, my name is Arran Keith, I’m a race runner from Sydney, you’re my favourite athlete, I’d really love to meet you one day, please don’t let Sam and me down.’

The team lost it. Arran’s cheeky little ultimatum at the end was a wonderful conclusion to a great segment. Now I was invested in making this meeting a reality. So were our viewers. People were writing to me on social media asking if Kurt had responded, other people were claiming to know Kurt and promising to pass it on. Everybody was on Arran’s side. Kurt didn’t stand a chance.

I sent a direct message to Kurt on Instagram. He replied within an hour. He told me he’d love to touch base with Arran and asked for his parents’ phone number. Yes!

Later that day I received a video from Arran’s parents. It showed a very excited Arran in his front yard telling the neighbours (and anyone who’d listen) that he’d just got off the phone from Kurt Fearnley, and he was going to get to meet him soon! Such a beautiful video. I could feel Arran’s joy.

Moments like this truly make me happy. It’s so fulfilling, to play a part in creating something special for a deserving young boy. I’d also like to pay tribute to Kurt Fearnley – he’s the real deal, and the Australian public don’t even see half of what he does for youngsters like Arran and their families. I’ll leave the final word of this story to Arran’s dad, Richard, who got in contact with me a few months after we’d met. He sent me a beautiful photo of Arran and Kurt, and this message that I treasure:


Hi Sam, I’m Arran Keith’s dad and I’d like to say a heartfelt thank you for what you have done for this young man, you made his dream possible. We are currently at the Wheelchair NSW junior camp at Narrabeen (Kurt invited us). Arran is trying loads of brilliant disability sports … Kurt is a total gent and I think you have changed my family’s life … honestly.



[image: Photo]
A photo shows Arran Keith and Kurt Fearnley. Arran sits on a three-wheeled frame with a saddle, while Kurt sits in his wheelchair.
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Another extremely special connection I formed came about after I replied to a direct message on Instagram. I put a lot of time and effort into reading and replying to every single person who writes to me on social media. It’s both exhausting and rewarding. It’s almost a full-time job, but it matters to me, and occasionally I’ll stumble across a diamond in the rough. Like this one.

I received a direct message from a woman named Zandalee. She told me that her mum, Sandra, was about to have a double mastectomy. Messages like this always stop me in my tracks. Zandalee went on, ‘I don’t really watch TV so I don’t know much about you. But my mum talks about you all the time. She tells me funny things you’ve said or places you’ve visited and she gets very excited when you “like” her comments. But the reason I’m writing to you is, I’m currently in London studying, I’m so far away on a very scary day in my mum’s life, and I want her to know I’m thinking of her.’ Zandalee then asked if I could make a little video wishing her mum the best of luck for the surgery.

What an honour it was to be asked, and during such a delicate, private time. I must’ve tried about twenty-five takes on this video. It was so important to me that I got it right. This is what I said to Sandra in the video:

‘Hi Sandra, Sam Mac here. I just wanted to let you know that I’m thinking of you today. I’m sending love and positive vibes ahead of your surgery. Your family got in touch with me because they love you very much, and they care about you deeply. I’d like to leave some final thoughts to one of the great philosophers of our time …’

And then I broke into a rendition of Christina Aguilera’s ‘Fighter’.

‘You are that fighter, Sandra.’

Much like the Chris Grigg shout-out, Sandra’s family secretly filmed her watching the video message. They sent it to me later in the day. There she was, in her wheelchair, minutes away from going into surgery. She pressed play and almost immediately broke down in tears. She gently leaned into the arms of her husband. Sobbing. At the end of the video she said, ‘What a beautiful man. Thank you. He spreads love everywhere.’ That hit me for six. The fact that I can provide just a tiny piece of comfort or joy during such a traumatic experience is something that truly fills my soul.

No words will be able to do justice in describing how much that moment meant to me. I played a small part in taking Sandra’s mind off what she was about to go through but, more importantly, I helped her feel close to, and loved by, her daughter Zandalee who was on the other side of the world. As much as I love making people laugh, it’s memories like this that I find the most satisfying. I’m fast becoming the low-budget Oprah.

One of my favourite moments in the video happened as I was quoting the lyrics to ‘Fighter’ – Sandra clenched her fist and started mouthing the words with me. We were totally in synch. And then, for a brief moment, she smiled. Glorious. It totally vindicated my decision to go with that Christina Aguilera song and not ‘Dirrty’.

Sandra and I chat often. She’s an incredibly strong, creative, driven woman. Breast cancer is the least interesting thing about her. And she is not letting it define her. As I write this book, Sandra tells me that her health is good and there are no signs of cancer at the moment. I watch with pride as she continues to achieve wonderful things in the arts world. Sandra is extremely passionate about encouraging women to trust their instincts if they feel something isn’t right with their health. I’d like to end this chapter with her beautiful and important words:


Women, speak up.

Even if you’re made to feel small.

Whatever you do …

Listen to the voice inside of you …

Remain vigilant, diligent,

uprise, don’t compromise,

you know your body well,

my scars have that story to tell.



Thank you, Sandra. This is why you’re so loved.

[image: Photo]
A photo shows Sandra seated at a table and working on her laptop. A dog sits next to her on the floor.
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