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Disclaimer


In writing this book, the author, publisher, and their representatives have sought to look into the world of matchmaking in today’s social environment across several cultural experiences from an informative and hopefully humorous and uplifting perspective. Entwined throughout this publication are gripping love stories. While every effort has been made to verify the accuracy of the information contained in this publication, the author, publisher and their representatives do not accept any liability for any claimed loss or damage caused by any reliance on the contents of this book, including any views expressed by the subjects and contributors.


The views expressed by the subjects and contributors are their own recollections and opinions, and are not necessarily the views of the author, publisher or their representatives. They do not reflect an opinion, official or otherwise, of the author, publisher and their representatives. Further, the author, publisher and their representatives are not in any way responsible for the accuracy of any accounts, views, opinions, facts, statements, contributor contact information, comments and the like made by the subjects and contributors contained herein and/or relied upon by the reader. Furthermore, the accounts expressed and recorded in this book are from the life experiences, anecdotes, feelings and memories according to the subjects and contributor’s recollections at the time, the accuracy of which is not acknowledged, approved, authorised or agreed to by the author, publisher or their representatives.


The author’s story and narration are expressed from her memory and recollection of events at the time or information provided by third parties and cannot be taken as advice or guidance or relied upon for accuracy. Further, the information contained within this book is not to be treated or relied upon in any way as matchmaking or relationship advice.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication can be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by means including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods without the prior written permission of the author and in accordance with copyright law.


The story is based on true events and real people. For privacy and legal reasons, some details, names, dates, and locations have been changed. The content of this book is intended for adults. If this content raises any issues for you, support is available.


You can contact Lifeline on 13 11 14, lifeline.org.au or Beyond Blue on 1300 22 46 36, beyondblue.org.au.




The Flame


I dedicate this book to the one and only flame who lit up my life, Michael — the most genuine man I have ever known. A perfect match who passed through my life, leaving an indelible imprint on my heart, before sadly, passing away far too soon.


With everlasting love.
Rachel Jayne
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Foreword


Greg Evans


Award-winning TV and radio host, past host of the Logie Awards and marriage celebrant


I first met Rachel Jayne Cassidy at Government House many years ago. From across a crowded room full of doctors, lawyers, politicians, singers, and broadcasters, this immaculately dressed woman crossed the room, parting the throng with absolute purpose. I noticed her straight away. Once we connected, Rachel Jayne smiled and confided, ‘I’ve been writing a book about matchmaking titled Perfectly Matched with matchmakers and beautiful love stories, and I would like to include your matchmaking career.’ After meeting Rachel Jayne, it became abundantly obvious to me that she was the ideal author to explore the fickle aspect of fate known as romance. And how, in a way, we are both Cupid’s appointed Ambassadors, helping couples fall in love from magical, heartwarming encounters to forever after; we are the biggest everlasting love cheerleaders.


One might say Cupid has featured heavily in my life. In 1984, I commenced a six-year journey as the host of one of the very first television dating shows, Perfect Match. It went to air each weeknight at 5:30pm all around Australia. Over the years, I matched over 3000 couples, and in a later career move I became a marriage celebrant. To date, I have officiated at the weddings of around 1000 couples.


As Rachel Jayne and I began to discuss stories of various memorable Perfect Match contestants over the years, and some of the couples I have married, I started to see love from a new perspective. It made me think about why we mere mortals spend so much of our lives in the pursuit of happiness. Rachel Jayne is a genuine, lovely person who believes in happily ever after. Her vibrant personality and gentle approach to the finer things in life is coupled with an amazing talent. People warm to her and are comfortable enough to want to tell her the most intimate details of their romantic stories.


Rachel Jayne loves to see people happy and takes great pleasure in bringing people together. The people she interviews quickly see how genuine she is, and a sense of trust is immediately established. They open their hearts to her as she provides a platform for them to have their own unique love story told — and every story is extremely powerful.


The pages of this book are filled with marvellous stories of couples sharing their life’s adventures in the love game. The stories are intriguing and enchanting. Some are humorous, and some will bring a tear to your eye. Great love stories abound. Like couples who meet on television dating shows and end up in successful real-life unions, or the newly acquainted couple navigating their love as one of their lives was nearly claimed too soon. And the musically gifted singer who found her perfect match in her musical director, only to watch on as his life was tragically taken from her, leaving him in her heart and memories for years to come. These stories depict how endurance over adversity can help lovers still find their way to the altar.


No matter your age or current love circumstance, you’ll find a story here that will resonate with you. Rachel Jayne’s gentle ability to draw so much honesty and intimate details from her subjects make these stories an absolutely delightful read. So, come for a ride, through the ups and downs of the carousel of love.




Preface


What’s it all about?


What makes two people perfectly matched?


Is it destiny, timing, sheer luck, a clever algorithm — or simply the mysterious magic of chemistry?


Matchmaking magic, warmth, laughter and wisdom lie within the perfectly matched pages of this book.


The pursuit of love is as old as humanity itself. Whether you’re a hopeless romantic, a cautious realist, or somewhere in between, chances are you’ve pondered what it takes to find the one. Some faiths believe God was the original matchmaker, creating Eve from Adam’s rib — close to his heart — as a symbol of unity and equality, two halves of one whole.


Regardless of whether you subscribe to that belief, it’s undeniable that most of us long for connection — for that one person who, without judgement, just gets us.


Over time, our methods for finding love have evolved. What began with arranged marriages, handwritten letters, and fateful meetings has now morphed into a high-speed, swipe-right culture. Love is everywhere — not exclusively in our hearts, but on our screens, in our playlists, and flooding our bookshelves. Romantic stories saturate our lives, from heart-melting novels and binge-worthy dating shows to guilty-pleasure rom-coms.


Matchmaking, once the sacred domain of family, friends, or the village elder, has become a booming global industry. Today, there are dating apps tailored to every demographic, elite matchmaking services promising scientifically curated connections, and reality shows that send eager contestants to exotic islands or sprawling, dusty farms in the hopes of finding their perfect match, or for some, to establish an ongoing tribe of online followers!


But what actually works?


Perfectly Matched is devoted to exploring: is it really about compatibility or just the magic of the moment? Do opposites attract, or do shared values seal the deal? Why do some couples thrive while others fall apart? Is it chemistry or compromise, timing or trust?


Even in the animal kingdom, creatures like penguins seem to have it all figured out. The male penguin chooses the smoothest pebble to present to his chosen mate — a sweet, symbolic act of commitment. Once paired, many remain together for life. The magpie, too, mates for life, and if tragedy strikes, the surviving mate may choose another partner to help raise the young. There’s something tender and wise in that, a lesson in love’s adaptability and endurance.


Humans, though, are wonderfully complex. We overthink, self-sabotage, yearn, hope, grieve, and try again. Divorce rates remain high. Many of us have whispered the phrase What was I thinking? after a love story gone wrong. Others caught up in an unfortunate cycle keep repeating the same pattern, hoping for a different ending.


And yet, some couples defy logic — seemingly mismatched, yet perfectly in sync. There’s no one-size-fits-all formula. Sometimes, it really does feel like the stars simply align.


That’s what this book is all about: the mystery, messiness, and magic of matchmaking — and the timeless human search for love.


So, finding and staying with your lifelong soulmate until death do us part — is it simply luck? How do you get it right? Is it all in the right swipe? Swipe left to flick away contenders, or swipe right on a dating app! Is it really that simple? Create an online profile, upload your photo on a dating site, and wait for a match to blow you a virtual kiss — and maybe start a keyboard romance with your potential match. Or, perhaps, become a contestant on a reality television dating show. Is this really the way to do it?


The latest surge of reality dating shows has an impressive lineup of hopeful matches, but is it a reflection of real-life chemistry or simply carefully choreographed drama to entice the viewing audience?


Of course, there are still the old-fashioned dimly lit bars, but at the end of the night when the lights are turned on, your match may look a little less than perfect.


Alternatively, you could engage a professional matchmaking service and start the process — but depending on the service you choose, you may need deep pockets.


Greg Evans once asked, ‘Rachel Jayne, have you been lucky in love?’ I didn’t answer him, but I seriously pondered the question. At that stage, I struggled with the notion that it was pure luck — after all, isn’t luck when you win a horse race or the lottery? Surely love wasn’t merely random luck; it had to be influenced by destiny or fate ... didn’t it?


Despite the elusive nature of the answer, the art of finding love continues to be vigorously pursued in many different ways around the world. Soulmate Matrimonial founder, Preeti Kothari, saw a gap in the Australian matchmaking market. Preeti says, ‘In India, the sky’s the limit — friends, relatives, friends of friends, and neighbours always recommend a boy or girl to the family — but people struggle to find a match in Australia. The population in Australia is not like India, and they are a different caste (a system describing the form of social stratification). We have various religions, castes, and food in India — everything matters. The custom is that marriage is between two families, not just two people. Family is very important in Indian culture, and I often think of how difficult it is to find a match in Australia.’


From websites like Soulmate Matrimonial to singles events and speed dating nights, finding love through a variety of methods, and sometimes very creative ones, is becoming increasingly popular. While dabbling in matchmaking practices has a rich cultural significance in China, exclusive speed dating experiences are being embraced due to the prestigious Jiaoda Matchmaker events hosted in Shanghai. With its origins in university campus speed dating, the event now attracts a much larger target audience. While there are cities with notable events, a quick search on Google is sure to find events to consider in many different locations.


During my extensive journey unearthing the intriguing world of matchmakers, I flew to Ireland to absorb the ambience of the famous Matchmaking Festival in Lisdoonvarna — an annual festival that continues throughout the month of September. Third-generation matchmaker Willie Daly says, ‘A lot of people are afraid to love. A big aspect of it is trust and honesty. We need to not take the women or men in our lives for granted and start respecting people. I believe a strong mutual respect makes for a long-lasting love.’


I fell in love with Ireland from afar while watching the movie P.S. I Love You. Like so many others, I was charmed by Gerard Butler’s lyrically dulcet Irish accent!


As I wandered the streets during the festival, I gazed into the faces of some of the most hopeful singles I had encountered. They were of all ages, shapes, sizes, nationalities, religious beliefs, and from countries across the globe. They each had a story and a reason for being there: some sad, some funny, some playing it cool while others were desperately seeking the one. Psychics lined the streets in caravans, claiming that for a small fee they could predict your future romantic partner. Willie has his own matchmaking meet-up shop and, as elusive as he is to pin down, he’s delightfully charismatic once you finally engage with him about his favourite topic: matchmaking.


People danced in the streets, chatted on the sidewalk, flirting with romance, hoping to catch the eye — and captivate the heart — of a suitable romantic companion. The one!


I recognised their hopes and dreams, which may or may not be fulfilled. And up popped that catchphrase again: would they be lucky in love? Did they need to find a four-leaf clover?


I considered the love game in a whole new light and reminisced on my own ‘sliding door moments’ in life — those instances that could have led me down a completely different pathway. I’ve had many of those opportunities through extensive travel and the variety of projects I’ve undertaken, which have brought me into contact with a wide circle of people. However, after having loved and lost some years ago, I now reflect on whether I perhaps overlooked many possible romantic connections.


Once I immersed myself in researching and writing Perfectly Matched, my awareness of couples around me became heightened like never before. I no longer rushed past the couple holding hands as they walked down the street or gave just a passing glance to the pair giggling as they sat close together, sharing their meal. Now, I stop and smile with a newfound appreciation for each unique coupling and the magic they share as they express joyful love and affection. Those who maintain their love for each other for a lifetime are to be admired, as every couple I spoke to shared stories of life’s ups and downs. No one is perfect. No life is perfect. But what separated these couples from the doomed romances was they united to ensure their love triumphed over trials, and at times, tragedy. They made it work together. They got through while so many others slid into the sad spiral of separation.


When Greg Evans spotted me from across the room at a Government House event, I was already well underway writing Perfectly Matched. And then, suddenly, there he was — right in front of me — Mr Perfect Match himself. When the spark of our friendship ignited, I began including Greg’s story in my book, and an endearing long-term friendship was forged, filled with an abundance of laughs along the way. Some people would share their vivid memories of the television show Perfect Match. I heard stories of how teenage boys would rush home from sporting activities, and teenage girls would leave the shopping mall, just so they wouldn’t miss an episode.


From love matches made online, to Irish, English, French, Indian, Jewish matchmakers, and many more across the globe, to small local meetups, millionaire matchmakers, and all the Cupids in between, Perfectly Matched explores behind-the-scenes of the global mating game.


If one could graduate from the University of Love with a PhD, I’d be wearing my mortarboard and academic regalia. What I’ve learned during my quest to uncover the worldwide mating game has been truly extraordinary. I’ve been fortunate enough to learn from some of the best matchmakers around the world. I’m grateful for the remarkably exhilarating adventure I’ve been on, and the wisdom I can now share with people of all ages and cultures, singles looking for love and couples hoping to experience everlasting love.


Join me on my matchmaking journey as I delve deep behind the scenes into the intriguing world of matchmakers and starry-eyed lovers. Delight in heartwarming stories shared by those who believe they found their perfect match. Have a belly laugh along the way, catch yourself smiling as you turn the pages. Gain valuable insights and wisdom from inspiring love stories that will make your heart flutter as it perfectly melts.




Chapter 1


Matchmakers Around the World


From ‘Once upon a time’ when a thrilling connection is made, to the joy of ‘happily ever after’, what happens beforehand to bring two people together? How do they make the mutual decision that their love is forever? For some successful couplings, it’s an immediate attraction; for others, it’s a much longer courtship that gradually grows into a lasting union. Some hopeful singles also decide to get a little bit of independent expert help in seeking their soulmate. Rather than hoping their future ‘other half ’ will randomly cross their path, they enlist assistance to cast a wider net in the hope of a perfect catch.


To put it into perspective, in everyday life, we seek help from experts in many ways to achieve a successful and practical outcome. I wouldn’t try to rewire my oven, service my own car, or build a carport. For most singles, finding an ideal partner to spend the rest of their life with is infinitely more important, so why not seek independent expert guidance from a specialist in matters of the heart?


So, hang on for the thrill of the ride as I travel the globe, in search of answers from some of the world’s most celebrated matchmakers. First stop: Ireland. From there, we’ll dive into unforgettable love stories, explore the world of reality TV romance, and meet the modern-day soul finders — those weaving together hearts through intuition, tradition, and the fascinating science of love.




[image: image]





Willie Daly


Ireland’s Traditional Matchmaker of the Lisdoonvarna Matchmaking Festival


Whilst traditional matchmaking has moved into the 21st century, Willie Daly still believes in the old-fashioned method of around-the-table talking between singles to ignite their initial infatuation — followed by a further attraction through close physical contact while dancing. Known as Ireland’s most famous matchmaker, he is passionate about helping hopeful singles of all ages and nationalities find a life partner. The family matchmaking business is now into its fourth generation, with Willie’s daughter Elsha next in line. It started in a bygone era when the role centred around helping shy farmers pluck up the courage to meet a suitable lady. The local farmers, who often lived and worked on remote farms, had poor social skills when it came to mingling and courting women. Now Willie is following in his father and grandfather’s footsteps, and I’m told he claims success in over 3000 marriages.


Romantic Ireland will always be joyfully alive with couplings if Willie has a hand to play in the age-old art of courting. When I decided to include Ireland’s largest matchmaking festival in this book, I soon realised I would need to travel halfway around the world to experience the festival firsthand. According to the marketing campaign online, ‘Lisdoonvarna Matchmaking Festival is Europe’s biggest singles festival, which takes place every September in the small village of Lisdoonvarna on Ireland’s Wild Atlantic Way. The month-long Irish festival attracts people from all over the world who are looking for love, fun and a bit of craic.’


Pronounced ‘crack!’ — craic is an Irish word that means fun and enjoying a wonderful social time, but it’s a lot more than that. For a night to be truly craic, there needs to be stimulating conversation and great company. To the best of Willie’s knowledge, the famous festival — in various forms — is 170 years old and couldn’t be more different from online dating services. Music and dancing fill every bar in town, from 11 in the morning to the wee hours of the night, and those looking for love can also meet Ireland’s traditional matchmaker, Willie Daly, in his office in the Matchmaker Bar. Legend has it that if you touch his ‘lucky book’ with both hands, you will be married before you know it! Although the festival started many years ago, it is still very much alive and thriving, pivoting to cater to hopeful singles in the modern era every September.


I would never know if the clever marketing advertisement was a perfect match for the real-life experience unless I met Willie in person and interviewed some of the singles looking for love while participating in the festival. So, in a cosy café in the eastern suburbs of Melbourne, over a cup of green tea with my laptop overloaded with matchmaking research, I took a leap of faith and, maybe hoping for the luck of the Irish to come my way, I decided to sell my car and book a flight to Ireland. My intention is to give readers an immersive experience, so I knew we needed to be on this enlightening journey together. Embodied with the excitement of a new adventure, I organised every fine detail needed for my much-anticipated trip to the other side of the world. Unfortunately, I hadn’t taken into account that Willie would be such an elusive character. With the time zone difference between Ireland and Australia, I almost fell asleep as I waited for the right time to speak by phone. This challenging connection, combined with his thick Irish brogue, made it no surprise when I arrived at the festival only to find my scheduled interview with him didn’t exist. I must have left scuff marks on the back of his shiny shoes as I chased him around day after day, finally encouraging him to sit down in one place for an interview.


Carrying his ‘lucky book’ filled to the brim with love-seeking profiles, Willie mischievously proclaims, ‘If you touch this love ledger, you will be married and in love within six months. If you are already married, you will recreate the honeymoon period you first had.’ If the legend is true, then there is some merit to the belief that sometimes love, and luck may go hand in hand.


Willie is a seasoned storyteller. He is cheeky and spontaneous as he expresses his view on the art of matchmaking. Like any good storyteller, his eyes light up with joy as he reveals his deep passion, knowing he has found his purpose in life as a matchmaker. Ireland’s much-loved Cupid is bursting with enthusiasm, eager to share his tale.


‘I’m known as a traditional Irish matchmaker. I find partners for men seeking a nice, decent, and respectable wife, and husbands — in a similar fashion — for women to share their life with and to love and be loved by another. What I do is extremely simple. A lot of people are career-oriented, and sometimes for too long, so they love the simplicity of finding their ultimate happiness through love. To have children, and to love those children and have them love you back is a timeless joy. It’s an Irish thing, but it is very common and, in some ways, a tradition to find your true happiness in a nice relationship — or to want this. But we have people coming from all over the world, too.’ He grins and shrugs his shoulders. ‘Modern people will say it was more suited to their grandmother’s or mother’s time, but I find that for a woman to be extremely happy, it means to be in a nice relationship, to be loved, and to perhaps also have a career.


‘My late grandfather was a matchmaker, and my father, who died in 1972, did matchmaking because of him. Then I did it because my father did; I kind of inherited it. I was a bit reluctant at first. There were all sorts of situations to navigate, such as women who were in their late teens or early 20s and men who were much older. But sometimes, you win the lottery and find two people who are very much suited. My old bucket has a lot of names in it. As a matchmaker, you are trusted due to the experience and care you take in putting the right people together. I am unsure how my grandfather and father did it specifically, as it was different times then, but I am sure of how I do it now. I like to have people physically attracted to each other first, and make sure they feel they could spend the rest of their lives with this person. Now, one of my three daughters, Elsha, helps me with matchmaking. She is in Spain and working on the same basis I use, instant physical attraction. She is very good at what she does, and I love that we can share our passion for matchmaking. My idea of matchmaking is instant; I want to see people have that instant, unmistakable connection.’


Unlike some matchmakers across the globe, there isn’t a great deal of science to Willie’s method of matching; he appears to operate more on instinct. He’s happy to share his years of experience on what makes a match ignite. Tapping his book, he describes some of the factors involved. ‘Certainly, the shape of faces would have a part in it, or it can be a mix of the back, the hands, or a person’s neck. There are a lot of little contributing factors because beauty is in the eye of the beholder. There’s an awful lot of women who have been comfortable with shorter men looking like Danny DeVito, because they want someone they can feel safe and secure with, as well as someone they can have a lot of fun with. It is very common here for women to say to me that it is not about his looks, it’s about what is on the inside that really counts.’


As Willie’s art of matchmaking is well-revered, many singles who pass through the festival with dreams of finding love often seek out his expertise. Explaining the environment, Willie clarifies, ‘With most people, especially in Lisdoonvarna, the excitement and the anticipation of the unknown is what is important. It’s a lively and lovely atmosphere, which is synonymous with the festival. There are people I meet who want to play it safe, and that’s fair enough because it’s ultimately up to them. Sometimes they may not even get married at all. But it is funny because there are many proposals happening between 11:30pm at night and two in the morning. Some girls end up receiving several proposals of marriage every night!’


The festival is light-hearted, hosting thousands of people who come for a good time and an adventure. Willie strongly believes in love at first sight. Even though marriage is the prize he champions, he is yet to find his own happily ever after. But that doesn’t stop him from helping others find theirs. Leaning forward to reveal a secret, he discloses, ‘I once had a musician who is a small farmer ask me to find a match for him. He was a reserved fella and in his mid-50s at the time. The man was emphatic that we meet somewhere private. He said, “Is there a graveyard near you?” I said, “There is an old unused graveyard one mile away,” and so we met there. He was a smaller man with dark hair and a good smile, and he brought along his Jack Russell dog. As we were there, these two cars pulled up on the road outside. Straight away, he says, “Get down, get down, get down and lay on the ground.” And so, I lay down behind a headstone with him. The next thing we hear is the car doors opening, and five people get out of the car.


‘Suddenly, the musician’s dog started barking away, bringing attention to us. Then, of course, all their eyes were looking in our direction. They walked over and found us lying on the ground like a pair of eejits. I don’t know what they thought we were doing, but I got up straight away and let on that I was looking for my keys. We started to talk and a young woman in her late-30s bent down to pet the dog, only for the dog to jump up and catch her nose. Poor thing, it started bleeding. The musician quickly took out his handkerchief and started wiping the blood off her nose. The handkerchief wasn’t clean, but his intentions were good. I then said, “You have to marry the girl now, your veins are tied.” Then her mother said, “Are you Willie Daly the matchmaker?” I started talking to the family and she asked, “Would he be interested in getting married?” I then introduced them properly, and the musician and young lady went off and got married.’ He chortles. ‘Even in a graveyard surrounded by dead people, I found him his perfect match!’


It seems that the legend of the ‘luck of the Irish’ may have an element of truth in it.


As I strolled along the streets of the lively Lisdoonvarna festival, I found myself spontaneously smiling as I observed singles of all ages interacting with one another, giggling, dancing, and flirting. There was no shortage of participants who were eager and excited to be interviewed, curious about the blonde Aussie author in the red dress and colourful high heels, sporting a curious accent and writing an amusing little book about love.


As I crossed the street, I suddenly found myself in front of Pat, a longtime festival goer who lives in Cork, Ireland. He attends the festival every year for the spirited atmosphere, the dancing, and the chance to meet eligible ladies. Throughout my interviews, many matchmakers explained how meeting an eligible partner only gets trickier with age. Pat loves the festival and cheerfully shares the reason he comes each year. ‘I was married twice. Eight years the first time and 25 years the second time. I met my first wife in the UK in a dance hall and my second wife in the UK in a venue called The Eagle Hotel. I am single again now, it felt so strange at first, especially after 25 years of being in a relationship. I felt like I was left in the dust, unsure of what to do.’


Attending the festival for over nine years, Pat’s approach to single life is a laid-back one. Nonchalantly, he explains, ‘I don’t know if I am looking for a relationship at this stage. For the last two years, I have been coming for pure enjoyment and for the great companionship. If it happens, it happens. If it doesn’t, it doesn’t. I see too many fellas trying too hard.


‘Of course, you want to meet someone your own age, but there are also many people from overseas. There are Australians, Americans, New Zealanders, and Germans, to name a few, so when you meet somebody, they generally go back to their own country within a week or two. So, I haven’t really formed relationships, as people are gone too quickly. But I would say I have only ever had good experiences here.’


Talking to Pat, I contemplated his comments, as it appeared the festival — at times, entices people looking for love towards Ireland’s rocky shores, only to then wash them away just as quickly. Other times, however, singles find a match so far from home that, if it wasn’t for the festival, their paths would most likely never have crossed. Despite sometimes losing touch with people he’s met, Pat remains positive about the community of Lisdoonvarna. Flamboyantly waving his arms around, he reveals, ‘I immensely enjoy dancing and there are generally a lot of ladies to dance with. Because of all the people coming from various countries, there are all kinds of dances. People jive and waltz differently, and while somebody is learning from you, you are learning from somebody else. The festival is such a highlight because there is a mixture of bands and different groups performing, and everyone is dancing.


‘There is a large community at the festival. Sometimes I’ve seen the same people several years in a row, and we have become good friends. When the football used to be on in early September, we would all meet and watch it together. We would support and shout for other people’s countries if ours weren’t playing, and vice versa. So even if we didn’t find the love of our lives, it’s still great that we have been able to form fun groups from Lisdoonvarna.’


As I wandered into a local store, I encountered a chatty salesperson who lit up when I casually mentioned I was writing a book on matchmaking. Ann, who spends her days behind the counter, hears all sorts of fascinating and funny stories. But alongside the intriguing and uplifting tales of connection, she also witnesses the ache of lost love and lonely hearts. Delving deeper, Ann explains, ‘The emotions are a rollercoaster and sometimes I don’t deal with it very well. Everybody is in search of someone, but sometimes they don’t know who they want to be with.’


Now a central love-hub, Ann remembers the Lisdoonvarna township before it became what it is today. ‘Ireland is a grand and beautiful place to live. Before cars became available, people would walk along the beautiful walkways wearing big hats and long coats — the people were very elegant gentry. The locals would then copy their styles and become part of the grandeur. The women wouldn’t go out without their hats, and they would have their kids in little frilly bows, even if they were poor. Out of that era came the farmers; we call them the “wealthy farmers” because they would come to Lisdoonvarna in September when it was harvesting time. The town was built for the good of your health: take the baths, drink the waters for a week and go home refreshed. My father used to drive and pick up tourists and take them to Lisdoonvarna. They would go to the ocean and stay in a little beach town where the ladies would bathe their feet. They were very grand.’


Fondly recalling the town as it once was, Ann’s mind naturally wanders through the years of change, landing on the early days when well-known Willie Daly first started matchmaking in the township. Brows furrowing with curiosity, Ann explains, ‘As far as I know, Willie’s father was a local matchmaker. Sometimes he used to act as the go-between matchmaker when matching people up from different areas. He would liaise between two young people who were shy or sensitive and pair them up — that was how it was done. I recall Willie coming onboard and doing matchmaking after getting some experience from his father. Lisdoonvarna and the big festival is now a business. And what happens in Lisdoonvarna, stays in Lisdoonvarna!’


As Ann excuses herself to attend to a customer, a middle-aged American man named Steve, and his wife Nancy, pop their heads around the corner of the hat rack and eagerly join in the conversation. Naturally inquisitive and intrigued about the topic of love, Nancy is eager to share their love story. ‘We met at college. I was at the women’s college and Steve was at the men’s one, and they were about five miles apart. I wasn’t ready to get into a relationship as I was just getting out of an old one at the time. But Steve called me one time after we met. I hadn’t recalled his name, and I didn’t know who he was until he said he was the guy with the big, full, bushy beard and head of curly hair. I remembered straight away who he was, and from all the talking, we soon started dating.’


Keen to share a memorable detail of their love story, Steve adds, ‘We are from Minnesota, and it was snowing once when we were walking through the woods. It was a magical moment, and I told Nancy to wait where she was while I drew a big heart in the snow and said, “I love you.”’


Five children later, and on their fifth trip to Ireland to immerse themselves in the beautiful countryside, Nancy looks fondly at her husband as she adds, ‘A successful marriage is about never giving up. Steve always says, “Stay friends,” when people ask him about what it takes to have a successful marriage. And it’s true. We were friends first, and then from being friends, we became lovers, then husband and wife and proud parents. Life can get hard, and so you have to keep a little bit of humour going too. We have a good, strong faith, and we constantly pray for one another.’


Cheekily, Steve perks up, ‘We also go to at least two concerts a year. We have somebody watch the kids and we escape for the day. We have a happy life and have been blessed. We also work hard and have good jobs: Nancy is a nurse, and I’m a computer guy. Despite the fact that we have different opinions, we don’t let it impact our relationship with one another. They say that close to 50% of marriages in America end up in divorce, and I believe it’s because people don’t bend and flex. You really do need to learn how to do this if you want a lasting and loving relationship.’ He puts his arm around his wife’s shoulders and hugs her close as they go on their way.


Leaving the local store, I continued to stroll the picturesque streets of Lisdoonvarna where I encountered countless stories of hopeful singles — including a nearly 70-year-old woman named Marg. Enthusiastic to share her thoughts on what brings her back year after year, she says, ‘I have been coming here for years. I love participating because you meet so many different people from across the world and get to have a chat and a laugh with them.’ Her eyes sparkle, and I can see she does have a lot of fun. ‘It has to be the best place in the world, and I would not want to miss a year. I have been coming for so long and continue to meet up with familiar people year after year. Unfortunately, some of the people I used to meet up with have passed away now, and I do miss them dearly. But I suppose because we are Irish, we have the gift of the gab, and we can talk to anybody and everybody, so we quickly make new friends.’ As I depart, she gives me a warm smile.


From every nook and cranny, the friendliness and conversation flow as the festival swings into top gear. The atmosphere is rousing, allowing me to meet many eager singles — roaring with merriment and ready to indulge in vivacious dancing and flirtatious banter. A petite redhead in her 40s, named Lisa, explains that she was newly separated when she first began attending the festival. ‘I am in a relationship again after separating from my husband some time ago. But, even still, I come away for a girls’ weekend. There are five of us girls and we drive over on the Friday and stay for a few days. It is so much fun, and we love it.’


As word spreads amongst the crowd, singles start to flock towards me. They’ve realised I’m the Aussie author collecting love stories, and now more tales are being shared. Some jostle for a spot, others speak over each other. The atmosphere is electric, and the vibe is intoxicating.


Impeccably well-dressed Aoife believes the hype of the festival is worth it after witnessing so many successful pairings. ‘I have seen many great matches. One of my best friends met her partner down here, and they were married 10 years ago. He came from the county town of Wicklow, and she came from the city of Limerick. They met, started chatting, swapped numbers, and three years later were married. They now have a daughter.’


Mify, from New York in America, adds, ‘Four of us came on this trip together once we found out about the festival and Willie the matchmaker. Two of us are widows, one separated, and the other came along for a bit of moral support.’


Matchmaking performed by the famous Willie Daly has served Italian native Alana well, after she was successfully paired with her husband four years ago. An ardent believer in the benefits of matchmaking, she’s returned with a girlfriend, hopeful that the same good fortune will shine on her dear friend.


Travelling from even further afield, 53-year-old Michelle arrived from New Zealand. As the festival has evolved, she has seen many changes. Michelle discloses, ‘I have been coming for many years, and the only notable change I see is the ages of people. There are a lot of young people here. I suppose we were considered the same when we first started coming. I believe younger people come for the drinks, but my age group loves to chat and compare stories. We all have our dents, and there is nothing wrong with that. And it is great when you get to see people again from years before. I consider myself a bit of a groupie because I have been coming along for so long now,’ she laughs.


Lan and her friend Jun Jun, both in their 20s, arrived just two days ago from China — it’s their first trip abroad. They are surprised by the number of men attending the festival, far more than they expected. Jun Jun hopes the other men can give him some dating tips and Lan feels she might meet her perfect match.


Kelly, an Irish publican, overhears our conversation and interjects, ‘I suppose the men are hoping to meet someone they might crack on with but also someone with whom they can take things further. A lot of farmers still come here; some things never change.’


Responding to Kelly’s observations, Lan adds, ‘We met five new people last night. One Australian, a Dutch couple, and an Indian couple. It is interesting talking to everyone and so fascinating to hear their stories.’


Relating her similar experience of meeting various people from across the world, Kelly smiles, ‘I have met people from Canada, England, Greece, Spain, Asia, and Germany, just to name a few. It’s such a global party.’


While many come for an adventure, some participants are embracing a fresh start after enduring challenging chapters in their life and love story. Bethany from Australia openly speaks about her situation. ‘I have two children. I have a daughter who is 42 now and has given me two beautiful grandkids. I had a son, but I lost him at the age of 14 when he died suddenly in an accident. The stress broke my marriage, but life must go on.’ Her voice is shaken by the memory. ‘It was hard, but I have five great girlfriends, and we have all been through our own journeys and continue to support one another. That’s why we are great friends. You need girlfriends like this in your life. But all of us long for a partner to experience our life’s journey with. I hope I will still be able to come here when I am 90, if I am still on my own. I wouldn’t miss this experience for the world; I absolutely love it.’


While the festival appeals to people from far and wide, locals don’t hold back from joining in the celebrations. Local music-loving 52-year-old Lucy exclaims, ‘Depending what weekend you come, there is always different music playing. One weekend it will be country and western, then the next it will be rock and roll. The festival is such a lovely place to come to because there is no violence or fighting. Everybody is having a chat and enjoying themselves. The music is fantastic — some is old-fashioned — but that is what this place is all about. People will come up to you and ask for a dance, and so you dance. They might then ask for another, and if you don’t want to, then that is fine; you just say, “No, it’s okay.” My former husband and I met at a dance event and were married for 23 years. But things didn’t work out in the end, so here I am.’


Local Irish farmer Peter strutted up to me, boldly stating with a flirtatious smile, ‘I love your accent, would you like to dance?’ While I didn’t take up Peter’s invitation, he did follow me around for two days, so I took the opportunity to introduce him to six American ladies — the entire group were there specifically seeking romance with the local farmers. Perhaps there is a hidden matchmaker inside most of us, just waiting for the chance to act as Cupid’s accomplice. I admit, I’ve successfully matched a few couples along the way amongst my own friendship group, and it’s an exhilarating feeling to enjoy their newfound happiness with them.


On my last day at the festival, I met Mary, who was 86 years old at the time. Hearing all about my book from Ann, the salesperson at the local store, she was determined to meet me. In her bright floral dress and broad yellow hat, she strategically placed her walking stick across my path to catch my attention as I walked past. I stopped abruptly to prevent myself from tripping and falling at her feet. She smiled and we began chatting. I told her how much I was enjoying finding unique stories of true love during my travels. Her raspy voice could be heard far and wide as she exclaimed, ‘Good on you! More people need to tell the happy stories and the love stories. There is too much negativity in the world these days, but love, well, that is what makes us all smile.’ I looked into Mary’s twinkling blue eyes and enquired, ‘And why are you here?’ She stared back at me for the longest time and gave me another one of those prodigious smiles. ‘Well, my dear, I am here to find love, of course.’


It was clear that love knew no bounds — whether age, culture, or nationality — and that the festival in Lisdoonvarna revelled in its reputation as a melting pot for love-seekers from all over the world. Energised by the experience and the infectious optimism of its participants, I began to reflect on how love is pursued in other parts of the world — from chance encounters and age-old traditions to modern matchmaking methods like dating apps, professional matchmakers, and reality TV. What happens when fate meets format, and love is put to the test in front of a camera?




Chapter 2


Perfect Match ‘80s TV Show


Whether you’re 18 or 80 (and anywhere in between), if you’re a fan of today’s reality TV dating shows, then Perfect Match — television’s original trailblazing matchmaking show — will strike a nostalgic chord. Long before swipes, roses, or island flings, this wholesome, heartwarming series paved the way for the modern wave of love-on-screen and captured the imaginations of a nation searching for romance in real-time.
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Keith Scott


Voice of Dexter the Robot who predicted the compatibility of matched couples.


When it became known TV host Greg Evans featured in Perfectly Matched, I noticed a familiar theme. Women would ask about the ‘80s fashion on the hit Perfect Match TV show and the chemistry between Greg and his various co-hosts, but men would almost always ask about the quirky little robot. Some couldn’t remember his name, but they were inquisitive; did he really match the compatibility score of the couples? And if so, how did it work?


So, I tracked down Keith Scott, the voice of Dexter the robot. Dubbed the Man of a Thousand Voices, he voiced characters that came in many forms, using his comedic flair to bring life to cheeky Dexter, who predicted a couple’s compatibility score.
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Host Greg Evans


If you were an avid prime-time television viewer in the ‘80s, there’s a good chance the name Greg Evans holds a special place in your heart, as his name became synonymous with romance. If you don’t know who Greg Evans is, then enjoy the journey with us as we reveal how Cupid’s matchmaking arrows seemed destined to land in Greg’s orbit.


Greg hosted the much-loved TV show Perfect Match. The show brought couples together by asking only three simple questions. This engaging format was an early matchmaking mix that led the way for TV reality dating shows of modern times. It was the first time a film crew shadowed everyday couples on location, following them around on their getaway holiday after they met on a matchmaking show! No room for privacy as the couple would return to the show to watch footage which often portrayed the good, the bad and sometimes the ugly!


However, hosting a prime-time television show wasn’t always Greg’s loftiest career ambition, but he proved himself to have an abundance of natural talent. Although he held a variety of radio presenter positions over the years, his role as a prime-time TV show host happens to be one of his most memorable and celebrated achievements.


Although I was aware of Greg’s career, I had never actually watched Perfect Match until one day Greg sat me down in his retro-style lounge room at his home in Bonnie Doon and played a potpourri of joviality: a treasure chest of episodes from the show’s archives. I belly-laughed my way through hours of zany television gems, accompanied by Greg’s hilarious recliner-chair commentary. The show captured the exaggerated ‘80s love of big eyelashes, big hair, bigger shoulder pads and big gaudy jewellery — all of which I fondly embraced at the time!


The lingo verbalised by contestants on Perfect Match was straight out of an ‘80s time warp, featuring slang classics like ‘grouse,’ ‘groovy,’ and ‘spunk.’ The show playfully alluded to contestants enjoying naughty nights away on their getaway weekend but stopped short of any explicitly intimate details — leaving viewers to ponder and speculate on the multitude of innuendos woven between the lines.


Initially considered a game show, Perfect Match encompassed many styles. It was unique and distinctly different from other locally produced TV shows of the ‘70s and ‘80s. With host Greg Evans at the helm, it morphed into part comedy, part game show, and 100% trailblazing reality TV. It was a winning combination that had never been aired previously on Australian TV. Greg’s ability to arouse uproarious laughter from a live audience through a simple, perfectly timed side glance, alongside his facial expression while looking down the barrel of the camera without saying a word, ignited an instant audience reaction. Witty banter, accompanied by tantalising chemistry between Greg and his female co-host five nights a week, entertained the nation.


Very few Australian entertainers can claim they were mentored and coached by the late Aussie television icon Graham Kennedy, or that they hosted The Logie Awards while their own prime-time TV show was simultaneously winning Logie awards. But Greg can make both those claims as he enjoyed a remarkable level of success at the height of his career.


During his Perfect Match reign, I was struck by how Greg’s appearance and style as a host changed considerably between 1984 and the final episode in 1989 (excluding the time any other host may have compered the show). His boyish innocence with a cheeky smile and long-haired locks in the early days gradually evolved into a sleek tailored, short-haired, more polished performer by 1989.


Over time, the first co-host, bubbly blonde Debbie Newsome left, and the effervescent Kerrie Friend came onboard as did others. The fashion they so confidently showcased changed dramatically, as did the rapport Greg had with each. Camera angles became more sophisticated as the show progressed, along with the studio backdrop. A slick new set design was introduced, enhancing audience interaction.


The intensity of emotion during the final episode in 1989 was palpable, as Greg’s final words echoed across the studio: ‘Farewell and God Bless.’


The lineup of singles changed with each episode, interspersed with segments featuring the previous couples who had been either wrongly or rightly matched. Seated side by side on the couch, couples would chat with Greg after returning from their getaway — dishing the dirt or showing off the real-life romance that had blossomed. These segments were highly entertaining, and this popular format kept viewers eagerly coming back for more.


As one contestant pointedly sang, ‘I hope I never have to see you again,’ his stunned match had a look of dread, combined with monumental embarrassment, as she listened to the tone-deaf single share his disappointment on national TV. Sometimes, Greg jumped in to strategically place cushions between ill-matched couples sitting on the couch, who were on a collision course for disaster. They sat on what could only be described as a not-so-comfy sofa, forced to witness every unflattering word their match revealed about them on the big screen.


In contrast to the incompatible love matches, one contestant carried his partner lovingly into the studio for their parley and couldn’t take his eyes off her. Others held hands, and when Greg asked if they’d be seeing each other again, they’d admit to having already arranged their next date. One coy contestant even disclosed her mother absolutely loved her new boyfriend.


As the show cultivated a legion of fans, well-known actors made hilarious guest cameo appearances. Greg held his own alongside comedienne Mary-Anne Fahey, who played her spunky schoolgirl character Kylie Mole in a Perfect Match episode. She incessantly chewed gum, stretching it out in all directions during her attempt to snag her new perfect match uncouth, ocker boyfriend — before her ex uncouth, ocker boyfriend found out!


Next came another guest appearance — an amply proportioned comic determined to show off their physical comedy skills. In a chaotic moment of slapstick, the comedian sat on top of Greg, pinning him down during one of the hilarious stunts. Watching the mayhem unfold, it became blatantly clear that a stunt double clause should have been written into Greg’s contract. I often pondered if that is the moment he acquired the painful back injury that plagued him over the years — or perhaps it was the cumulative toll of on-set shenanigans, including swirls and star jumps, performed as he bounced onto the studio set with boundless energy at the start of each show.


Possessing a unique talent, Greg has an uncanny knack for physical comedy: twisting, swirling, and rolling his body into just the right configuration at just the right moment. Whether it was a mischievous male contestant picking Greg up and swinging him around like a rag doll to impress his match when the screen slid back, or a female contestant lunging forward unexpectedly to plant an open-mouthed amorous-fuelled kiss on him, Greg was always spontaneous and seized the moment — much to the delight of the live audience.


In a television world where the drama is usually carefully orchestrated, much of Perfect Match was not scripted, but fortunately ad-libbing was one of Greg’s many talents, learnt at a young age. He performed so seamlessly and naturally that I’m sure network executives slept soundly, knowing he would always deliver. His physical comedy complemented his quick wit. When a smiling dental nurse contestant confided that she liked collecting wind chimes, Greg responded with the cheeky quip, ‘So you wake up every morning praying for wind?’


Greg’s various co-hosts brought high energy and their own individual chemistry to the set. Their unpredictable ad-libbing meant you never knew what the two of them might say, as the unscripted jokes flew back and forth. When questions were posed, many contestants, through nerves and excitement, unexpectedly forgot their answers and stumbled, so Greg would chime in with a clever pun that often left the audience in fits of uncontrollable laughter.


You only need to watch a few episodes of Perfect Match to discern that the audience and for the most part, the contestants, were all having a bucketload of fun. But most importantly, what radiated off the screen into our lounge rooms was the genuine fun Greg was having. It was patently clear he loved the show; he loved making people happy, and he loved being a part of an ensemble.
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