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For my darling niece, Lucia,


may you love all the days of your life.


I hope you manage to avoid all Auntie Sammy’s mistakes …


but if you can’t avoid them – I hope you have as much fun as I have


trying to work them all out! xx
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Hi there,


Thanks for picking up my book. Shine is the story of a girl from the bush who dreamed of being a vet but instead fell into journalism. She used to wear her retainer at university (six years after she got her braces off!), thought she’d be married by twenty-eight and still can’t do her own hair.


I have never considered myself to be terribly glamorous, sophisticated or in any position to give anyone else advice, but lately, with so much going on in my life, I realised this is not my first rodeo.


I have made it to a fairly decent age on my lonesome, found success in my life and had a whole lot of fun along the way. I have learned a lot, laughed A LOT, cried A LOT and lived a lot.


I’ve survived boarding school, dated some appalling men (and some lovely ones), travelled the world, made some lasting and true friendships with women, dieted a bit, weathered some mean girls, learned to navigate office politics, bought and sold property, cars and livestock entirely ON MY OWN and carved out a ripper of a career in television.


Along the way, I’ve developed a love and appreciation of health and well-being, and tried to balance that with my love of a party.


I’ve grown up to embrace my body and I now relish being strong – both physically and mentally.


I’ve learned to set goals, eat right, move more, organise my life, live with flair, be a woman of substance, appreciate my family, rise above things, open my mind and be the leading lady in the movie of my life. If only I could talk to my younger self and let her know it was going to be okay. This is why I want to share what I’ve learned and am still learning – I can be like that sister/aunt/friend, the one who helps out and talks about their own ups and downs.


I want you to be the best person you can be, because that’s good for the sisterhood. Behind every great woman are some terrific girlfriends, a wicked investment portfolio, the recipe for a mean mojito and shapewear.


So, I’d like you to consider me something of a ‘big sister’ – bossing you around like I did to my siblings Georgie and Charlie.


I hope Shine can guide you through life a little.


If nothing else, learn from my mistakes.


Mostly I just hope Shine makes you feel like you’re not alone. Us girls need to stick together.


We’re ALL fallible, we ALL make mistakes and we ALL have the same moments of neediness and loneliness.


None of us really knows what we’re doing on this planet – we’re all just doing our best in the world. (A phrase I often use!)


We need to stop competing with one another and start supporting each other in our choices and help each other when we stuff up.


I’m hoping this book will start you thinking, planning and realising your gifts. My most important message is to learn to love yourself and love your life, because you only get one (unless you’re a Hindu) and it’s TOO DAMN SHORT.


Enjoy the read,


Sam x
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CHAPTER ONE
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In late 2001, after three years working as a lowly paid TV reporter in Canberra, I decided something had to change. My dream was to work as a news reporter at a metro station in Sydney or Melbourne. I mailed off CVs to every network and knocked on the doors of every news director. Nothing. Nada. Zip.


I thought I was a reasonable reporter and had further to go in the industry, but I did question whether or not TV was for me. I thought I might give print journalism a go. A family friend had recently married a great girl, who happened to be the daughter of the boss of the publishing house Condé Nast in New York. As this was before email (I may not be young), I rang my friend and asked if he would mind passing on the name of a young, keen Aussie addicted to Sex and the City who was willing to work on any magazine (even making coffee!). It was hastily and very kindly arranged that I would go to New York, maybe start on Architectural Digest and (in my mind, anyway) work my way up to Vogue.


The day before I planned to hand in my resignation, my phone rang. It was Sky News offering me the role of political correspondent in the Canberra Press Gallery. It was a Sliding Doors moment. Should I run off to join Carrie and the girls in the Big Apple? Or stay in Canberra? Perhaps astonishingly, I chose Canberra.
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I felt I was on the right path, but there was a lot of hard work ahead so I should get serious about my career, and start setting some goals. As a teenager and through university into my twenties, I was not a goal-setter. In fact I went the other way and deliberately didn’t plan anything. I was having a lot of fun and anything I did try to plan always ended up not panning out and heading in another – usually much better – direction. So I’d always thought, why bother planning?


It was only when I reached my thirties that I actually took goal-setting really seriously. I guess that’s what happens as you start to mature; for me, real maturity didn’t start until my thirties. I blame boarding school!


Being in your thirties can be such a wonderful time for a woman. It is for me. It’s when, I believe, you come into your own. You connect to your inner strength and really start to feel your power. This stirs in your twenties, roars during your thirties and, I hope, skyrockets in your forties!


To start this process of connection to yourself and setting some goals, the first step is to identify your values.


What makes you tick?


Take some time to sit quietly, perhaps in a yoga class, or when you’re stuck in traffic, or on the bus home, and reflect on who and what you are. Ask yourself what you believe in. When you get home, write your thoughts down. This will give you an internal reference point and influence your behaviour – it will act as a sort of backbone, if you like.


These will be values your parents instilled in you, or lessons you’ve learned through your life – often by making the wrong decisions and working out what you don’t want, and the things you won’t stand for any longer. Perhaps they’re traits you like in other people and want to emulate.


If you want to change for the better, you can start by ‘faking it till you make it’. Create a ‘brand’ that represents your core beliefs in your mind.


It might sound crazy, but it will help you remember and protect your values. In a notebook, I have written down the words I would like attached to my name when people talk about me behind my back. Scrawled all over the page are the following:


• Honesty


• Achievement


• Brave


• Bold


• Calm


• Determined


• Original


• Generous


• Health-orientated


• Family


• Country


• Financial independence


• Practical


• Capable


• Resilient


• Approval (seeking)


• Playful


• Intuition


• Humour


• Curious


• Creative


• Perfectionist


… to name just a few. (There are plenty more, but I don’t want this book to be all about me. Haha!)


These words remind me who I am when the going gets a bit tough and I forget to hold my own hand through life. One look at this page shows me where I came from, and where I want to go. Try to keep these values positive and keep them private if you like, but have them in the back of your mind.


Being true to your values


You’ll be surprised how empowering it is to be true to yourself in your everyday life. Some aspects of your belief system will become more or less relevant as you go through different stages of your life, but your core values should remain the same.


For example, I was raised to be honest, respectful and hardworking. I choose to have fun in my life and not take myself too seriously. I have spent many years working on my patience and tolerance, listening to my gut instinct and really backing myself.


In my early days reporting news in Sydney I was sent to do what’s called a ‘death knock’. These are awful assignments when someone has died and you are sent to interview the family. This particular story was so awful (there were children involved) that I could not bring myself to knock on the door. The cameraman and I sat in the car then rang the office and said there was no one home.


I know I didn’t do my job properly that day, but I think I’m a better person for it.




WHAT DO YOU WANT TO BE WHEN YOU GROW UP?


Never stop asking yourself this question. Some of the most together, seemingly successful professionals still don’t know. They keep doing what they’re doing because they don’t know what else to do.


I actually still don’t feel grown up and keep dreaming of my ideal job. Even though the one I have is pretty awesome – it pays to have some back-up plans when you work in TV!


Life’s too short to only do one thing. I would love to write for The Simpsons, or write a sitcom, or work in some kind of interiors styling. I’m not ready to do any of these things just yet but it’s nice to have them to dream about. I know I also want to live by a lake, and have a veggie garden. They will have to wait too, but I know one day they will come.





Be ambitious


When you’re setting goals for yourself, don’t hold back, be ambitious. My name is often prefixed with the word ‘ambitious’ in newspaper and magazine articles in a negative sense. The really baffling thing is I’ve found these articles are mostly written by women. I find this really hurtful as I’ve never once seen a young(ish) male journalist being described as ambitious. Believe me, they all are.


What’s wrong with a woman being ambitious? In her inspirational book Lean In, Facebook Chief Operating Officer Sheryl Sandberg talks a lot about female ambition and does so brilliantly. ‘Aggressive and hard-charging women violate unwritten rules about acceptable social conduct. Men are continually applauded for being ambitious and powerful and successful, but women who display these same traits often pay a social penalty. Female accomplishments come at a cost.’


Let’s get this clear, it’s okay for women to be ambitious. It’s taken me a long time to acknowledge my ambitious side. When people asked me as a little girl what I wanted to be when I grew up, I’d blush and say ‘a mother’. Being a mother is, of course, a lovely and fulfilling life choice – my mother and many of the women in my family didn’t work outside the home.


When people these days describe me as a ‘career girl’ I still feel a little stab of annoyance. I simply declare that I am putting a roof over my own head because someone has to. I’ve had a good run – I fell into a career I am passionate about, and once I realised that, I worked like crazy.


I never thought of myself as hugely ambitious, but I must have been to get to where I am now. I think about some of the work situations where it appears my spine has been made into steel, and I actually feel proud.


I’ve had to toughen up and I don’t apologise for that. I’ve looked around the newsroom at other, older women, and watched closely. I’ve seen some female journalists adopt male behaviours such as aggression, which I don’t think is necessary but I understand why it happens and I’ve tried really hard to celebrate my femininity. I believe I’ve achieved this, while still standing up for my beliefs and reaching my career goals.


Remember this saying: the higher a monkey climbs, the more you can see of its bottom. With ambition comes success. With success comes privilege and with privilege comes responsibility. Arm yourself with this knowledge, and embrace the challenge of achieving what you want from your career.


Find your passion


Try to find your passion. Ask yourself:


• What makes me happy?


• Where am I happy?


• Who am I happy with?


Decide whether you are going to be passive and let life happen to you, or whether you are going to get out there, follow your passions and be a creator. My yoga instructor, Kate, worked in finance and tolerated it. Loving her yoga classes on the weekends, she took a huge risk, leaving her job and retraining in something she really enjoyed doing. Now she has me, half of Sydney and the South Sydney Rabbitohs NRL team queueing to be taught by her. She also teaches the yoga teachers, writes books and hosts retreats.


Most importantly, she is one of the most divine, content, calm and focused women I know. She was also younger than me at boarding school. Another quick life lesson: always remember that how you behave towards someone may one day come back to haunt you. One day Kate told me I was the Year Twelve girl sitting on her dining-room table when she started boarding in Year Seven. I couldn’t remember but the dining room was terrifying when you were twelve and you’d just been sent away to school. When I asked her if I was nice to her, she said I was. Phew.


I ask myself what it is about television I like and how I would be without it. Sometimes being in the public eye is awful and I complain about it, but if it was all taken away from me how would I feel about that?


I enjoy telling a story and informing people. I like sharing with people and I like helping people. But I would like to be a better interviewer and I would love to have more balance in my life. I know I still have lots to learn – and that’s exciting. It keeps life interesting.


For example, ask yourself:


• What is it about my friendships that I like?


• What is it about staying healthy that I like?


I love my friends to be loyal and honest but I need to spend more time with them and listen to them more. I need to work on being more spontaneous, maybe texting them when I think about them instead of disappearing for months on end. (They’re a very understanding mob, my mates!) I need to be healthy, strong and vital to do my job. I would like to be more flexible at yoga – my goal is to do a flatfooted downward dog, almost there! And I would also like to look better in jeans. There you have it.


Take stock


Sit yourself down and give yourself a good talking to. Are you racing through life, doing a job that doesn’t make you happy, going to a gym you loathe because you think you need to, and hanging out with emotional vampires? If you can afford it, I recommend taking yourself off somewhere quiet, like a health retreat. Yoga retreats are also fabulous weekends away, usually full of like-minded, busy, supportive people.


A ‘digital detox’, where you give up any kind of digital device for a set period of time, will also help you focus, which can be very hard to do in our day-to-day lives. Sit quietly with yourself, which can sometimes be scary. Reflection is really hard work, which is probably why we don’t do it very often. Let your mind go still and explore where you’re at – and where you want to be. If you’re not happy inside, it’s going to affect everyone around you. Believe me, I’ve been there.


Clear your mind


In order to take stock, know your values, find your passion and set some life goals. You need to throw out everything that’s broken. That includes:


• Jobs you hate


• Friends who are bad for you


• Boyfriends who make you feel bad about yourself


• Clothes you haven’t worn for two years


• Cups with the handles missing


• Bank accounts you no longer use


• Gym equipment at home you haven’t sat on/walked on/rowed on for two years


• Old shabby bed linen and tea towels.


Cull the contents of your house. Clean your car. Declutter your desk. Know where everything in your life is. You never know when you may need to grab it in a hurry. If your mind is free of clutter you can think clearly about where your life is going.


Acknowledge your successes


How do you measure success? As women, we really need to stop being so hard on ourselves. It’s important to recognise when we’ve done well. It’s not conceited, it’s what we work hard for.


After I was handed the Sunrise co-hosting job, I bought myself a silver bangle from Tiffany’s that I had been eyeing off for ages. It was expensive and beautiful and I love it. And it was a well-deserved treat to myself for all my hard work as a journo over the years (which still continues!).


You do need to recognise reaching your goals on a deeper level. The best reward you can ever give yourself is kindness – that is, taking care of your body and mind. When I started weekday Sunrise I had to make some changes in my life. Being kind to myself through eating well, not drinking, finding exercise I love (like yoga) and focusing on sleep were actually the best things I’d ever done for myself.


Recently I hosted a body transformation and makeover show called Bringing Sexy Back. One of the cast was a beautiful mother of two named Sam (I know, it was confusing!). She lost 30 kilograms in just four months. That is an amazing amount in a short time – she had worked incredibly hard and she looked fantastic. She had a loving husband and tons of support. The only person who wasn’t supporting her was her.


On the night we revealed how much weight she had lost, she broke down in tears, sobbing that she could have done better and that wasn’t enough. She looked incredible. I was so desperate for her to embrace what she had achieved. Her husband had lost the same amount of weight and he admitted he looked fantastic. Women can be their own harshest critics.


Check yourself and know when you’ve done something good. It can be something small, like handling a stressful situation well, or something massive like losing 30 kilograms in four months.


Be kind to yourself. It’s important to hold your own hand through life.




Setting goals: in a nutshell


• Identify your values.


• Be true to yourself every day.


• Create a brand for yourself.


• Keep your goals clearly in mind.


• Recognise when you’ve done well.


• It’s okay to be ambitious.


• Make a choice to take a chance or your life will never change.


• Never stop taking chances.


• Be brave.


• Don’t only remember the bad reviews.


• Tell the truth.


• Throw out everything that’s broken.
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CHAPTER TWO
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I get a lot of attention for my figure. This sounds blunt, but it’s true. My TV career means I’ve had to spend more than my fair share of time thinking about what everyone else thinks about how I look. If I always listened to what other people said about me, though, I’d be very confused – my weight goes up and down. I’m never quite right. The first thing many people say when they meet me is, ‘You’re skinnier than you look on television.’ I take a deep breath and smile.
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I’m used to hearing what other people think about me, but of course what really counts is how I think, and for me, being strong, fit and healthy is most important of all.




EVERY SHAPE IS JUST AS SWEET


We are all, thank goodness, blessed with different body shapes. I have girlfriends who are all the pieces in the fruit bowl: apples, pears, bananas and there are even a few lemons! My figure is quite in proportion. My frame is big and strong and womanly.





For most women, body obsession starts at a very young age, but despite going through the usual teenage worries, ultimately I’m lucky that I feel at home in my own skin, most of the time. I’ve had to stick up for myself so many times I now believe the words coming out of my mouth, and even when I know deep down I’m not quite at my best and could strip a kilogram or two, I fight for myself. Now I love my shape – I celebrate it.


In the following pages I’m going to share with you my body experience stories, the ups and downs and roundabouts, and how I came out the other end.


Young and strong


Even as a child, my body was strong and functional. I grew up on a sheep and cattle station near the New South Wales Snowy Mountains town of Adaminaby, 50 kilometres from the nearest major town. It was me, Mum and Dad and my younger siblings Georgie and Charlie.


There were no dance schools or organised sports. We had to make do, like practise high jump in the dirt. I envy the girls who had dancing lessons growing up. I never learned, as evidenced during Dancing with the Stars!


In summer we rode horses at pony club and through the bush. We’d gallop through Kosciuszko National Park chasing wild brumbies, trail ride around Lake Eucumbene, swimming the horses in the icy water before lunch and trying to help Dad with cattle work, but mostly just getting in the way. We had strong arms and legs and no fear.


Our winter sport was skiing. We raced for Mount Selwyn ski club and most years ended up at the Australian Championships. Now anyone who’s skied will know it is no easy feat. It takes a great level of fitness and stamina. It gives you strong, powerful legs and a very strong core.


We ate for fuel, because we were busy. We took packed lunches everywhere (no takeaway shops on a 6500 hectare property), mostly white bread sandwiches with leftover cold meats, and we drank water. Soft drinks were only for birthday parties and Christmas in our house. Like many country women of that era, Mum baked cakes, pikelets and scones, although I was always more taken with dry biscuits covered with (I’m ashamed to admit) plastic cheese.


In winter we’d go off skiing each weekend with a mini chocolate bar hidden in a parka pocket in case we got too cold and needed a sugar hit on the slopes, but that was the extent of treats. Otherwise when we were out and about we got our sweet hits from apples or boxes of sultanas.


We ate together at the table every night – the TV would be turned off – and the meals were always traditional and simple. Dad would come in out of the paddock and Mum would have the dinner waiting: meat and three veg every night. My father would eat nothing else. He had a physical job and an unexotic palate. Now that my sister Georgie is married to an Italian, Dad has branched out into pasta and he loves it. But back then, we had lamb, beef or sausages, greens and potatoes every night, followed by a bowl of ice-cream slathered with chocolate sauce.


Puberty blues


I was the skinny tomboy who developed quickly at the age of eleven. My boobs were large like they are now, back then. Imagine the embarrassment! I was mortified when Mum bought me my first massive, ugly bra. I slouched terribly and she was forever telling me to stand up straight. I hid my body and tied jumpers around my waist throughout summer.


When I got my first period I burst into tears. My mum, Libby, presented me with two books she’d borrowed from the local library. One was called What’s Happening to Me?. The other was Where Did I Come From?. She also handed me a pad from about 1965. It was the size of a surfboard and had a belt attached to it. What the what? Bear in mind, I was eleven in 1987.


Mum then informed me while she was sweeping the garage one day, ‘Women laugh about these things, Sam. They even give it nicknames like “George”!’


‘George?’ I sobbed.


When I relayed this story a few years later to the girls at school, they gave me the nickname, Sanni Armytage. (Get it?) Thank goodness it didn’t stick.


At thirteen I went off to boarding school in Sydney. In the dining room, a long way from home, we boarders would have toast-eating competitions and one morning I proudly ate thirteen pieces. It was over the top. I ballooned and at the end of the term Mum and Dad were shocked by my appearance. I blame my Irish heritage for the fact that if I even look sideways at a carbohydrate, I put on weight. And I tend to devour any form of starchy carbohydrate I can get my hands on.


At boarding school I was sometimes a little envious of the naturally slim girls, who seemed tall and elegant. I’m 169 centimetres so doing okay height-wise, but I’m not a giant. They were the ones the boys asked out. They usually had long limbs and most of them ate badly but remained skinny. Maybe it’s just my faulty memory, but I recall they all usually had perfect, long, straight, shiny hair, too. They had names like Belinda or Erica.


Then there were the rest of us: the ones who didn’t deal so well with carbs; the ones whose shirts refused to button properly over a straining bust. We had braces on our teeth, shorter limbs, freckles and mops of unruly hair. My hair is still so recalcitrant they actually have network meetings about it – hard to believe, but it’s true! Every day I salute my hair and make-up angels on Sunrise. They are geniuses.


When it came to body shape, though, most of the time I was too busy to think about it, with schoolwork, sport, trips home for the holidays and more. I just got on with it.


Self-doubt, what?


Even after I started my TV career I still never gave my body shape much thought – other than how to dress it – until I appeared on Dancing with the Stars (DWTS) in 2011. My profile was starting to rise and suddenly it seemed like the whole of Australia was talking about my weight. It was awful, upsetting and a little traumatising. As I mentioned earlier, I’d felt the usual teenage angst, but all of a sudden I was experiencing something I’d never felt. Self-doubt. Was I fat? If so, why had I never realised this? Maybe that boy hadn’t asked me out in Year Eleven because he thought I was overweight … hang on, how rude! How dare people who don’t know me comment on what I look like? I felt annoyed at myself for starting to listen to it.
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