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FOREWORD


BY GERARD WHATELEY


It’s a native game. Glorious for its quirks and peculiarities. No rules to govern shape or structure of movement. No offside. No mandatory positions. No protective equipment for its participants. A consolation point for missing the principal target. An oval ball that defies prediction and convention.


Australian Rules. Gloriously free-form, unashamedly free-spirited.


From time to time, there’s been a desire to show the world what it looks like. In England and America. In New Zealand and China. To turn their heads and catch their eyes. To create a new market of fans or players or income. But for the most part, we’ve been happy to cherish and nurture what we have without the need for outside approval. To keep it as Australia’s Game, a birthright and an inheritance. Worthy of our passion and our obsession.


One people, though, successfully infiltrated the code, came to know its rhythms and character and to master its skills. The canny Irish. A kindred national spirit in life, in humour and in sport.


The Irish transformed our greatest horserace when trainer Dermot Weld captured the Melbourne Cup with his chestnut warrior Vintage Crop. We never felt something had been taken but rather instantly knew so much had been gained. 


The Irish enriched our national game when Jim Stynes enlisted in a mad football experiment. What started with scepticism and ridicule spawned a legacy so broad that Stynes’ adopted city stopped and wept when he died, knowing our skies were a little dimmer for the passing of a radiant presence. It was the greatest adventure Aussie Rules had ever known. And as pioneers do, Stynes lit the way.


Of those who’ve come across the seas, none has played more games in the Australian Football League than Zach Tuohy. Where Stynes answered the speculative newspaper advertisement, Tuohy was targeted by a recruiter who knew raw and transportable talent when he saw it. The lure was a professional career rather than the amateur game in which he was bound to thrive. For a teenager who’d always fancied sport over education, it proved the perfect temptation, even if it was a complete mystery.


The Dead Poets dreamed of sucking the marrow out of life, and Tuohy did just that. He lived the football experience as fully as any child born to it would have dared imagine.


He stood toe-to-toe with the players of his generation, entrusted with the task of curtailing them. He had the taste slapped out of his mouth by the game’s greatest captain.


He challenged his coaches, played for Ireland against his teammates and as a coveted trade target was drawn to clandestine meetings with rival clubs.


He kicked a goal after the final siren to win a match – and it did make him a hero. He could unfurl a trademark torpedo punt from the kick-in that would astonish and delight, and had fans demanding more as insistently as Billy Joel fans requesting ‘Piano Man’. 


He grew the perfect barbershop moustache and brought a touch of the Baker Street detective to football fashion. At his last home game, thousands brandished his facemask in the terraces.


And when he achieved the ultimate success, winning a Premiership, he paraded his hometown flag and his Irish heritage with an equal mix of pride and gratitude.


Across the best part of two decades, Tuohy was inevitably enveloped in the footy culture. But he retained the clear eye of an outsider for the bullshit in an industry that takes itself ever so seriously. Once this book is published, ‘Biscuit-gate’ will become an irresistible entry in the folklore of football nonsense. (I wouldn’t dare spoil that tasty treat!)


By every measure it’s a grand adventure, from the wide-eyed wonder to the fierce determination and profound talent to make it so. 


Not to be lost is the sacrifice and the toll. In an era where the longing for home grants a player the licence to move across one local border, Tuohy’s distinction is to have achieved his excellence and longevity half a world away from home. That takes a courage and resolve that commands admiration and respect.


A wonderful player and a rich character, distinctly Irish and intrinsic to Australian Rules. A dual treasure of football and the world from whom we have gained so much.
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PRISONERS AND PATIENTS


My old man spent a lot of time in prison.


Sorry, let me rephrase that.


My father worked as a prison officer in Portlaoise prison, a maximum-security facility, for thirty years.


A lot of people say the prison is what Portlaoise is best known for, along with the Midlands Regional Hospital. The hospital was opened in the 1930s, while the prison started operating in the 1830s, making it one of Ireland’s oldest running prisons. There are generations of families back home who have known only the prison and the hospital as their employers. These two institutions are the bedrock of our town. And we are rightly proud of that.


Portlaoise is a small town in the south midlands. I think of it as being right in the heart of Ireland, but I’m biased. Growing up, it felt like a metropolitan city to me. When I picture myself at home, I think of walking up the main street in Portlaoise on its cobblestone paths, flanked on either side by pubs, cafes and shops. Smack bang in the middle of main street is the courthouse, where on any given Tuesday you might see, on the steps, some of Ireland’s more colourful characters, waiting with family to find out if they or their loved ones would be spending the foreseeable future in the nearby prison.


People may say Portlaoise is best known for its prison, but I say we’re known best for our Gaelic football club. Nicknamed ‘The Town’ (words which you may have seen on the flag I brought on stage during the AFL Premiership medal presentation in 2022) it is central to everything that happens in the community. All my childhood and teenage memories revolve around one place – the GAA (Gaelic Athletic Association) club.


When I think of the club, I think of the white pebble-dashed clubhouse with five change rooms to facilitate all age groups in both men’s and women’s football and hurling/camogie (the women’s version of hurling) and an indoor hall for presentation nights – and, more importantly, for the teenage discos where I would go to work my magic on the ladies. And when I say work my magic, I mean stand nervously, alone in the corner, absolutely refusing to approach or even make eye contact with a girl.


The club now boasts a well-equipped gym, with a picture of someone you know on the wall, who at the time the photo was taken was celebrating an AFL Grand Final. But we’ll talk about that much later.


We also had a club bar, where we would gather after games and eat Tayto crisps (iconic Irish crisps) and consume as many soft drinks as we could muster while the parents had a pint. Bliss.


Family, friends, golf, snooker, hurling, soccer and football – that’s what I think of when I think of Portlaoise.


I love it – I absolutely fucking love Portlaoise.


That’s why leaving was so hard.


My father grew up in Portlaoise too and ended up working in the aforementioned institution. He always says he married for love, and he joined the prison service for his kids. My mother, Marie, and my father, Noel, met on 19 December 1975 and were married on 26 January 1980. Their marriage produced four kids and our neighbouring prison offered the stability necessary to provide for those kids. Mammy and Daddy had my sister Naomi in 1981, followed by Noel John in ’83, Hannah in ’87, then I’m the youngest, born on 10 December 1989.


My old man was one of ten kids – six boys and four girls. A big Irish family, and a happy one. Certainly not born with a silver spoon in their mouths but that hardly mattered. My granny was a wonderful mother, who made sure her kids had everything they needed.


Like his mother before him, Daddy’s goal in life was to ensure his kids had an even better life than he had. His career was all about us.


I often think about how my career path has differed from Daddy’s. I get paid to do something I love and I’m lucky enough that it means I can provide for my family. It’s not an easy vocation but it’s a great one.


I’ve never had to worry about doing a job I wasn’t completely invested in. Maybe that day will come after my footy career, but I must admit the idea feels alien to me. Sure, at times I wasn’t all that enamoured with football, but for the most part it’s been a pretty amazing job.


Both my parents did what they had to, to make sure we had everything we needed. When you’re young you don’t really pay any attention to these things. You just know that food and footy gear appear when you need them, that’s how things work.


While Daddy’s chosen career provided stability, it wasn’t an easy occupation for him, or for Mammy. In the early days before Mammy and Daddy moved to Summerhill Lane, our house was close enough to the prison to hear ‘the alarm’ go off. This was before mobile phones were so ubiquitous. Daddy wouldn’t get a call saying he needed to go into work urgently to search an inmate’s cell or deal with a security issue, he would simply hear the alarm and immediately pounce into action. I don’t remember the alarm, and I didn’t have any awareness of what he did for a living. I just remember his uniform.


Every day he would put on the same pale blue shirt and head off to work. When I think of my father during my childhood, I just see him in that shirt. The same way a superhero always has the same outfit on, that’s how I think of him, like ‘Prison-man’. He also had a hat, a baton and a silver whistle. I didn’t know what the baton was for, but that didn’t stop me playing with it while wearing his hat and swinging his silver trench whistle by its chain. I thought I cut quite the imposing figure striding around the house enforcing my own martial law.


As far as I was concerned, Daddy’s job wasn’t unusual and it never occurred to me that it was dangerous, it was just what he did. He could have been a postman for all I knew. The reality is, and it’s something I only appreciate now, he worked in a maximum-security prison that housed some of the country’s most notorious criminals, as well as those incarcerated for paramilitary activity and membership of the Irish Republican Army, known as the IRA. As an adult, with two kids of my own, I marvel at my parents’ ability to shield me from what he did to put food on the table, especially during times of turbulence in the prison.


Daddy’s unique occupation meant he mixed with some colourful, high-profile, and, in some cases, infamous characters. Daddy made the most of the opportunity to interact and learn from these people. He would have regular debates with prisoners in the library. Locking horns with them over everything from politics to life. Those debates ended up being a precursor to his career in politics. Passionate debates on topics he truly cared about, listening to opposing views and then countering them in his charming and witty way. Daddy has the ability to disarm and dismantle your point of view and still ensure you leave the room with a smile on your face. He didn’t need to raise his baton at work, as the spoken word was his weapon of choice.


In a workplace that is by its very nature dark and sombre, his witty exchanges uplifted everyone, including the prisoners. When I ask Daddy about his memories of work life there, he’ll always recount the lighter moments first.


‘E1 landing’ (an area in the E-Block of the prison) is where a lot of the heavy hitters were housed, including Ireland’s most infamous gangster, John Gilligan, convicted drug dealer Christy Kinahan and garda killers Colm O’Shea and Paddy McCann. Then there was convicted armed robber John Daly, who famously called one of Ireland’s most popular radio shows (Liveline with Joe Duffy) from his prison cell, on a phone that was smuggled in. The prison officers heard the interview live and confiscated the phone immediately, a story that always makes me chuckle when Daddy tells it. Because of this incident, there was a significant crackdown on contraband in the prison, which Daly’s fellow prisoners did not appreciate.


The problem for prison officers isn’t just the risk of being attacked themselves, but also, of getting seriously injured while trying to break up fights between prisoners.


Daddy remembers an incident involving his good friend John ‘Ulic k’ Conroy, who was in charge of the E1 block. The prisoners were going off again, all hell had broken loose. There’s only so much officers can do in that situation, especially when they’re outnumbered. They did what they could while preserving their safety and eventually the place calmed down. Ulick was then raked over the coals by the chief officer and asked why he hadn’t stepped in and taken control immediately – as though these were kindergarten kids they were talking about. My dad fondly remembers Ulick’s response: ‘Well, chief, you see, my name is John Conroy, not John Wayne.’


The prison alarm meant something different to Mammy. For Daddy it was simply a yell from the boss: ‘Your shift starts now, Noel!’ But for Mammy, it meant that something unexpected had happened and somebody needed to go fix it. And when something unexpected happens in a maximum-security prison, she could be forgiven for being concerned that her husband was the one who had to go and take care of it.


When pushing Mammy for more details about some of these ‘alarm stories’, as we call them, one stands out.


One morning, breakfast was again interrupted by the shriek of the prison alarm, and off Daddy went. Another 7am search of a prisoner’s cell.


Home time came and went, and there was no sign of Daddy.


FUCK, my mother thought, what’s happened?


Back then, when you called the prison, they wouldn’t tell you anything. Good or bad, they would always keep their cards close to their chest. I don’t know if this was protocol or just the way things worked, but the result was always the same for Mammy – no answers and no reassurances.


Later in the evening there was a knock on the front door.


It was a neighbour whose husband also worked at the prison. Mammy had never met her before.


‘Is your husband missing too?’ she asked.


‘Yeah,’ Mammy replied.


The neighbour was brandishing a bottle of brandy in one hand and a bottle of vodka in the other.


After a glass of brandy and a chat, Mammy says she thought she knew where the duo might be and not long after, her suspicions were confirmed.


Daddy had gone into work at 7am, had an uneventful morning and finished by 10am. A work colleague of his, Arthur Costello, ran a pub called The Thatch, and had graciously offered to open it for them.


No man in his right mind could turn down such a generous offer so off they went – a group of about ten. And after a fun-filled day, Daddy returned home.


Guinness had been the drink of choice, and it was a fine pint too, as Daddy proclaimed as he walked through the front door.


However, Mammy, now half a bottle of brandy in, wasn’t as eager to hear Daddy’s tasting notes as he’d hoped and demanded to know why he’d chosen radio silence over a phone call. But as this was still the best-case scenario, Mammy quickly got over her anger and turned to relief. Laughter, jokes and a few more drinks were the order for the remainder of the evening. All was well.


Daddy had brought company – fellow prison officer Noel Burke was with him. Noel had come seeking refuge and a place to sober up before heading home himself. This was a humanitarian issue of the utmost importance. It would be unjust to send a man home to face the wrath of an understandably angry wife (she also had no idea if he was okay) without at least providing him with the opportunity to sober up and ready himself for battle. Mammy and Daddy of course obliged, and Mammy began to cook up whatever she could find in the fridge.


Armed with a full belly and newfound courage, Noel Burke calmly strode out the front door and headed straight back to the pub. What a man.


Growing up, my siblings and I were oblivious to the dangers of Daddy’s job. Mammy made sure of that.


At one point there was what could have been an empty threat, but a threat nonetheless, made against prison officers that they would be targeted by car bombs. Which, to be fair, would be very much on brand for some of the inhabitants of Portlaoise prison. It was not the type of thing you’d ignore, so prison officers were told they should check under their cars every morning in case of anything suspicious. Our neighbours saw the story in the news, and when Daddy was asked if he was worried about it, he would always say the same thing.


‘Not worried at all. Marie usually goes out and starts the car in the morning,’ he laughed.


Daddy always used humour as a shield. It was his way of playing down the risk of what he did.


As I write this, it occurs to me that that is exactly what I’ve done my whole life. It’s almost as if we’re related.


Despite what you’ve read so far, you might be surprised to hear that it’s actually my mother who is the tough one in the family. The one you’d send to fight your battles, if necessary. Stern in her convictions and ferociously protective of her kids is how I’d describe her.


I mean, sure, Daddy was a prison officer. But I would much prefer to take him on than her. All of the women in our family are strong women. First to jump from the trenches into battle when family honour is on the line. Don’t get me wrong – most of the time they are gentle and kind. But I have become convinced that they are, in fact, part gremlin, as they seem to share the ability to transform into aggressive little monsters – but only when called for. 


Now that I’ve written that, I think I might be bad at analogies because that was meant to be a compliment. I’m not sure calling your mother and sisters monsters constitutes flattery.


But nonetheless, my inability to adequately articulate, in a complimentary way, just how tough the women in my family are doesn’t change the fact that they are tough. As I get older, I can’t help but notice that my two older sisters, Naomi and Hannah, are evolving into the same style of matriarch as Mammy.


Even now, if I had to pick someone to go into a meeting because my job was on the line, I’d pick my mother. When we were growing up, Mammy was always the disciplinarian, while Daddy was the supplier of endless ice creams and treats. Because Daddy never said no, it was her job, and she gladly took it on.


She would also happily take on anyone who dared to cross her family. I remember one incident when I was playing football in secondary school, or what Australians would call high school. We had a game in the morning, then PE in the afternoon, and after all of that I was scheduled to play an Under-14 county final in the evening. 


Mammy called the school to say she was going to keep me out of PE class, which made sense. But the principal of the school – who embodied the typical Christian Brothers style of education, shall we call it – didn’t like that. He called the house phone and when my sister Naomi answered he said, ‘We’re going to suspend Zach because he didn’t come back to school after lunch.’


The following week, he called again and asked where I was, as I was required for an inter-school football match. Even though I was suspended, they needed their best players.


‘Mammy has decided to send Zach to a new school,’ Naomi announced.


The principal quickly backtracked on everything he had said just days earlier, and we never had an issue with him again. From that moment on, my mother managed my PE and training schedule without complaint from him. She would never have taken me out of that school, but she was happy to make that threat. This was standard Mammy practice.


Mammy’s unwavering support for my career falls just short of actually watching the games. Her usual vantage point for any county final or major game I’ve been involved in is at the back of the stand or pacing around the garden. If she does have the field in her eyeline, her standard pose is the good old reliable head in hands, unable to watch, as her nerves get the better of her.


I honestly thought this was just a Mammy thing until early 2019 when I spent my first ever major stint on the sidelines. I realised I’m exactly the same. When forced to watch my team play without me, I was desperate to leave my seat and retreat to the safety of the pie stand. But that wouldn’t have been a great look. I’m turning into Mammy. Every young bloke’s dream.


The best example of my mother missing out on a big moment in my career because she couldn’t handle the crushing suspense of a tight match would come late in the 2018 season, when Geelong took on the Demons on a cold and windy Friday night at GMHBA Stadium. (GMHBA is a health insurance company that sponsors the stadium and locally it’s also known as Kardinia Park. For us it’s just a fortress – a place we rarely lose.) We were down by 29 at three-quarter-time and a hero was needed. A big ol’ sexy Irish hero, I might add.


But I’ll finish that story later.


As I said, my old man was always the one to cave under pressure from my siblings and me when we were asking for a toy or ice cream or whatever was tickling our fancy at that moment. I’m sure the armchair psychiatrists out there might come to the conclusion that because my father had to impose strict rules at work, he didn’t want to do the same at home for fear of making it feel like a mini prison to him, or making his own children feel like mini inmates. Very clever and perceptive of you – but not true.


In the prison, all the officers had nicknames. One of them was called ‘Ten to Two’ because his feet were always spread a certain way – the other guards  thought he stood like a penguin. Then there was ‘Digger’, ‘Saddle Head’ and ‘Half Door’. My old man’s nickname was ‘The Nice Guy’. In his entire career, he never took out that baton I played with – not once.


My old man never felt it was his job to impose rules on anybody at work. In his view, his job wasn’t to punish the prisoners – the state had already done that. It was his job to facilitate their life. He was very aware that his work conditions were their life conditions. He treated them with respect. And he has always been cause-driven – always wanting to stick up for the little guy. These characteristics are another reason his subsequent career in politics as a county councillor was hardly surprising. He served as a councillor in Portlaoise from 2014 to 2022, when he retired.


So Daddy wasn’t ‘the endless supplier of treats’ at home because of his work; he just couldn’t say no to his kids. Noel Tuohy: ‘The Nice Guy’ nickname applied at home too.


Away from work, he was the life of the party and at the heart of the community. Every year he starred in the local pantomime, and I loved going to watch him. The group performed a different production every year but there’s one year in particular I remember vividly. This performance featured pirates. Said pirates would run off the stage and grab some of the kids in the crowd to bring them on stage. I would always get picked out of the crowd or mentioned during the performance. As a ten-year-old, this was very cool. Daddy still performed in the panto until a few years ago.


Despite working long hours and unsociable shifts, Daddy always made sure he was there for us. He came home every day for lunch so he could see us. We weren’t allowed to go to bed until he was home, which was almost nine o’clock some nights. He never, ever missed a football match I played, regardless of where in the country it was. Even if he worked all night, he would drive for hours to see me play. I remember we played the Kennedy Cup in Limerick – a soccer tournament played over five days, and let’s just say the standard wasn’t great. I don’t know how he managed it, but he and Mammy made the four-hour round trip daily, to watch all of my matches.


Daddy always says that your goal in life has to be to give your kids a better life than you had, whatever that might be. Now, as an adult, I find that impossible, because as far as I’m concerned I couldn’t have had it any better growing up.


It wasn’t just my parents who made sure I had everything I needed. My grandmother on my dad’s side, Hannah, lived close to us. She had eleven grandchildren but it was a well-known fact in the Tuohy clan that I was the undisputed favourite. This was not something that she tried to hide; in fact, she made it very obvious to my cousins. (Sorry, cousins!)


In Ireland, it’s common for Catholics to light a candle for someone in church when they want to say a special prayer for them. My grandmother didn’t need to go to church to light a candle for me, she had her own setup at home. She literally built a shrine to me in the house. When you walked in, there was an area with framed photos of me surrounded by candles. If you went to visit and you didn’t know any better, you’d think I was dead.


Granny’s house was the tenth in a row of terraced houses in Marian Avenue – the very same house my father had grown up in. Each one had a small and identical front garden, but Granny’s house was unmistakably hers. If Granny wasn’t sitting on the waist-high wall that wrapped around her little garden, waiting for someone to stop by, she would be sitting in her armchair in the living room, which was placed right next to the window looking out onto the street. It was almost as if she was on guard, protecting the house from any would-be intruders, like an elderly German shepherd.


As you entered Granny’s house, a short hallway guided you towards the living room, where there would almost always be a fire lit and two or three visitors on the couch watching an old Western show on the TV.


The Virginian was usually the show of choice.


She was unashamed in her favouritism, which is funny to look back at now. She was always more interested in spending time with me over anyone else.


One of my earliest memories of her is how she would let me watch TV in her room, while she brought me Rice Bubbles with hot milk. And then there were Hot Lips Tayto crisps, my other favourite snack. For Australians who may not be familiar with Tayto crisps, just know that they are as important to our Irish palate as vegemite is to Australians. While classic ‘Cheese and Onion’ is everyone’s favourite, I preferred the less conventional ‘Hot Lips’. You could say I had a more adventurous approach to snacks from an early age, or you could just say I was spoiled rotten.


Hot Lips were my catnip – I couldn’t help myself – and a drawer full of them in Granny’s kitchen meant I would never go without.


She also supplied me with endless pocket money. If I needed it, I would just pop over to her house. She’d give me whatever cash she had handy at the time, sometimes twenty or thirty pounds (big money back then). This meant I was able to buy as many English Premier League collector cards as I wanted.


I remember one time Naomi bought Granny one of those picture frames you could open out and put multiple photos into. There were about ten spaces for pictures, and Naomi had thoughtfully filled them up with snapshots of all the grandkids. On receipt of the present, my granny removed all the photos and replaced them with photos of me – only me. We still laugh about that when I’m back home.


When I moved to Australia, Granny gave me a little pocket watch that had been blessed in Lourdes. It is bound to a small red leather case by a short chain. It hasn’t accurately told the time in years, but that has never really been its purpose for me – it’s what it represents. It was Granny’s attempt to try to protect me in some way when I was on the other side of the world. I’m not religious, but I still keep it in my car, and to this day it hangs from my rear-view mirror. For those who are curious about my tattoos, its image is also permanently etched onto the back of my forearm, such is its sentimental value to me. It is one of my most treasured possessions.


The Premier League cards she helped me fund were just the start of what’s been a lifelong passion for soccer and, more specifically, for Liverpool Football Club. A huge highlight growing up was when Daddy took me to Anfield to see them play when I was twelve years old. I love that he took us on adventures like that at such a young age, instead of waiting until we were older.


But then Daddy never made us wait to experience the joy of sport. He turned up at my school one day to surprise me with a new set of new golf clubs. He knocked on the classroom door at 11am before promptly taking me out for the rest of the day so we could go to the local par-three golf course to try them out.


My mother would let us have the odd day off school too. We were allowed to have one day off, per term, of our choosing. Any day we wanted. This was obviously a major decision and Mammy says I would often decide that I was going to take a day off and then she would see me coming down the stairs in my uniform, because I had reconsidered my selection and wanted to save it for a really, really good day – like if I had a test or something. I remember trying to get a Friday off one time because I hadn’t done my homework the night before (a regular occurrence). In a lot of Irish secondary schools, including ours, Fridays were half-days, and I remember Mammy saying very seriously, ‘Why would you do that?’ She was as concerned as I was that I use my day off wisely.


Going to see Liverpool play for the first time is still one of my all-time favourite sporting memories. Dad and I got the ferry over to England – and that could be a gruelling experience. Sometimes that crossing was so choppy it was like an episode of Deadliest Catch. There was one trip where everyone was so ill that when I went into the bathroom all the sinks were filled with vomit. On that fateful trip we were sitting next to a group of young lads on a stag do. They were doing okay, but one of them was struggling. His friends gave him a vomit bag, but they’d cut the bottom out of it as a prank, so he was sick all over himself. They erupted with laughter as I watched on. The poor bastard. I don’t remember if I ever got sick on our trips, I just remember that every time we went to watch Liverpool, they won.


On this first trip to Anfield, Liverpool defeated Bayer Leverkusen 1–0 in the Champions League. Sami Hyypiä scored the winner. But it was what happened the day after that made the trip epic. My dad loved horse racing so we went to Aintree and there was this one race with a massive field, about thirty horses. Daddy asked me to pick a winner, and I did – based off the colours I liked. I picked Torduff Express, and Daddy was offered great odds, about ten to one. He put £15 on it, and we settled in to watch.


I’ll never forget the feeling of watching Torduff Express take the lead after clearing the last ditch. Back then, my racing attire wasn’t up to Melbourne Cup standard. In my view, it was better. I was proudly wearing my Liverpool jersey as Daddy and I cheered Torduff Express home. He won by ten or twelve lengths, and we were ecstatic. When Daddy came back from collecting his winnings, he gave me £15. To me, this was massive. I didn’t realise how much he was pocketing for himself, which he often reminds me of. If there had been merchandise for Torduff Express, I would have bought it with my winnings. To add to the Liverpool tour kit.


I look back on that trip and think about how lucky I was. Even for an adult sports tragic, that trip is bucket-list standard. I was living my best life at twelve.


Because the English Premier League and Liverpool, coupled with dreams of playing soccer professionally, consumed my thoughts, you might be surprised to hear that I had very little interest in watching my county team, Laois, play Gaelic football at the time. It’s not that I didn’t love playing Gaelic football, but if I was sitting down to watch sport for the day, English Premier League games were what I automatically gravitated to. I could watch endless hours of soccer. It was the first professional sport I watched, and I just wanted to be one of them. I thought that was my only chance of playing football professionally.


Despite my lack of enthusiasm at the time, my dad would take us kids to all of the Laois matches in Croke Park. It was really cool, but back then I only had thoughts of Liverpool.


I remember when the FA Cup trophy visited Portlaoise and we all went for photos. It was probably an imitation trophy, but to me it was the real deal, and having a photo with it was a massive thrill.


My dad wasn’t the only one who treated me to weekends away. My older brother, Noel John, is responsible for one of my most memorable early teenage experiences. He brought me to my first ever concert. He’s a heavy metal kind of guy, and his concert of choice was Metallica. I was fourteen at the time and he was twenty. I went up to Dublin to stay with him in his tiny apartment. He bought me a few cans of beer and off we went. I was pissed after two cans, and I loved the gig. His influence on my musical taste has endured to this day, and even played a part in my Grand Final Day experience in 2022.


It was my first big night out in the big smoke. When we went back to the apartment, all of my brother’s friends were smoking weed. I really wanted to try it, but my brother wouldn’t let me because he’s clearly a very responsible adult – quite happy to feed alcohol to a fourteen-year-old, but weed? Never.


Despite his best intentions, it was a small, not very well-ventilated apartment, so while he stopped me from having my own joint, it’s fair to say that I consumed it anyway. I was hotboxing. I’d never done this before so wasn’t aware of the effect it was having on me. Neither was my brother. Fast-forward a few hours, and Noel John noticed I’d been in the toilet for a while, so he went to check on me. And what he found was, as he describes it, a Frankenstein monster of his own creation. I was stood in the bathroom laughing hysterically at the German toothpaste that belonged to my brother’s then girlfriend, who was Austrian. It was then that the realisation hit him that what was meant to be a lovely brotherly night out had turned into some Irish version of a Cheech and Chong skit.


Noel John spent the next hour warning me that if Mammy called, I had to straighten myself up. Unfortunately for him, his pleas fell on deaf ears and instead of straightening up, I found it much more entertaining to repeat everything he said to me, using my best Noel John impersonation. Luckily for him, Mammy didn’t call.


It turned out to be my penultimate attempt at taking drugs. On one other occasion when I was in university, my friends and I decided we would try smoking. Noel John had kindly bought some hash and even gave us a demonstration on how to roll it, only to receive a call fifteen minutes later asking him to come back, because we were making an awful balls of the subsequent construction attempts. We just couldn’t figure out how to do it. And that, believe it or not, was it. I retired from recreational drug use and didn’t look back. The extent of my drug dabbling can be summed up quickly, in two underwhelming experiences.


Maybe these rather harmless and unsuccessful ventures into recreational drug-taking were what turned me off for good, and that was why I never felt tempted to re-enter that space as an adult.


When I look back at those times, it’s not lost on me how lucky I was and am. Living on the other side of the world isn’t easy, especially when you’re from a tight-knit family. But any success that I experience in Australia I wear as a badge of honour for my family, because they gave me the perfect start in life.


My parents taught me to work hard and stick with it, even when times were tough, to persevere and push through in pursuit of your goal. When there have been times that I didn’t think I could go on, I got through it because they had instilled that lesson in me.


‘The child is father to the man’ is one of my favourite quotes. It’s from a William Wordsworth poem, ‘My Heart Leaps Up’, which was published in 1802.


While I always appreciated the meaning of that quote – that how you are shaped as a child will have a big effect on who you grow up to be as a man – and the amazing foundation my parents provided for me when I was young, it would only truly hit home when my first son, Flynn, was born years later.
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THE CONFIDENCE TRICK


Now, I know you look at me today and think, Jesus, the women must love Zach because he’s so funny and sexy and he’s probably great in bed – and that’s all true, especially that last one. But it hasn’t always been the case. In fact, quite the opposite.


In my early teens I would approach women the same way the bomb squad approaches an unattended suitcase in an airport – with extreme caution, knowing that the best-case scenario was that I’d get out of there uninjured, and the worst-case scenario was that the whole thing would blow up in my face.


On the rare occasion when my interest was reciprocated, I’d think there was something wrong with her because … I mean … seriously? Me? That’s the best you can do?


It was around this time that Gaelic football was really beginning to ramp up, and I was starting to take it very seriously. When it came to the sport I consumed on TV, however, my priority was still the English Premier League but I had started to accept that I was more skilled in GAA than soccer. 


At underage level I was constantly anxious about how I would perform in GAA games. Because our club and school were so successful, a high standard was always expected, and I felt the pressure of that. In soccer, a sport I ended up representing the Midlands team in, I felt no expectation to perform, so I played more freely and I didn’t doubt myself as much. But Gaelic football was the main sport in our school so it naturally consumed a lot of my time. 


While I felt I wasn’t good at it, there was a lot of evidence to the contrary. I was actually decent – I even excelled at it – but I lacked confidence. 


If I lacked confidence with something I was genuinely good at, can you even imagine how little belief I brought to my pursuit of women? I thought I was useless in this area, but when I look back on it, I was probably as competent as most young lads of my age. 


It certainly didn’t feel that way, though.


I have the quirky personality trait of being reasonably extroverted around people I’m close to, and extremely introverted around everyone else. Fourteen-year-old me really struggled to chat to new people back then, never mind girls. I mean, what would I say to them?


My attempted conversations were usually uncomfortable and tense, with neither party benefiting from the exchange or wanting to be there in general. It more closely resembled a hostage negotiation than a teenage flirtation.


I think I was probably regarded as fun-loving and extroverted by my school friends and teammates, so their assumption was that this would carry over into other parts of my life … I wish.


My father, on the other hand, was a socialite – the life and soul of the party. The men in our family all share the same preoccupation with humour. It’s only as an adult that I’ve realised, in my case at least, I use this to compensate for that innate shyness.


It’s been said I’m quite witty, but when it comes to comedic ability, I barely crack the top three in the Tuohy house. Noel John is genuinely gifted when it comes to comedy. He is highly creative, and I’ve no doubt he would be capable of a successful career as a stand-up comedian if he decided to pursue that. There is no better example of this than when he gave his best man’s speech at my wedding. The uncontrollable laughter he inspired highlighted even further just how far behind I am in the chase for the title of ‘funniest Tuohy’.


So I come from funny stock and have combined that with years of practice at using my humour to offset my timid nature. Because of that, I’ve never been short of male friends, but unfortunately have not been so successful with the fairer sex. Mainly because when a female I was interested in entered the conversation, I would instantly go mute. They would not be the beneficiary of my comedic material. Oh no. I would just look at them awkwardly. 


What made my self-doubt worse was that because I was a good footballer, I tended to move in ‘cool’ circles. When you play Gaelic football growing up, you represent your local area. For me, that was Portlaoise. If you were talented enough, you were given the opportunity to play a couple of age groups up, because they considered you ready, or if you were really lucky, you got to represent your county. I was starting to show signs that I could do that and it meant I was fraternising with older players, or county players I’d met at training. (By the way, when I say I was showing signs, I should point out that I didn’t think I was anything special – quite the opposite, in fact – but more on that later.)


As far as I was concerned, I was deeply uncool, so I would watch as my mates effortlessly chatted to girls they liked. Incredible, I thought. How could anyone ever be so courageous as actually walk up to a woman and speak to them. Jesus, in my view, that level of courage was reserved for deep sea explorers.


By the time our friendship group turned fifteen, we started having a few drinks before heading out. Nothing crazy, just enough to get us on our way. Yes, the legal limit for drinking in Ireland is eighteen, just like Australia, but if we were going out, we always managed to find a way of getting our hands on a few cans. Usually, we would ask one of the older footballers at the club to go and buy some for us. It would of course only take two or three drinks for us to be ‘happy’, shall we call it. More often than not, we would drink at someone’s house, if their parents were away, but on the odd occasion we couldn’t find a free house, we would pick somewhere quiet and secluded outdoors to enjoy our beverages. Even if it was freezing, we remained undeterred. Al fresco drinking was a big part of our social schedule, regardless of the weather.


Sitting together in a park or a field away from prying eyes, we would drink our two or three cans and head off to whatever disco or club would let us in. Hardly the classiest evening, but this was the kind of environment my friends and I thrived in. There’s no doubt that my most enduring friendships were forged over a cold beer and singsong.


Another spot we would occasionally begin our nights out was the snooker hall – yet another sport I became infatuated with, for a period. How much it cost to play depended on how long the frame went for. The light above the table was turned on at the start of a frame and would effectively act as a stopwatch. The longer the frame took – i.e. the longer the light was on – the more the frame would cost. Because of the payment situation, the most common wager in the snooker hall was to ‘play for lights’, with the loser footing the bill. Losing was expensive and this helped my skills.
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