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CRUISE
pErfEcT
MATch
The MSC Divina,
below; Willie on
the ship’s dance
floor, below

‘First Dates’ at sea
with cruising’s
answer to Fred
ROMANCE AFLOAT
Irish matchmaker
Willie Daly takes to
the high seas to play
Cupid on board
one of the world’s
largest cruise ships

‘W

here will
you find
men for
all these
women?”
a lady on
the bus
asked
as we approached the dock and
I noticed a huge crowd of women
waiting to board the biggest ship
I had ever seen.
“Where there are women, there
will be men,” I said, hoping for my

sake that it was true. There I was, the
last traditional matchmaker in
Ireland, about to board one of the
world’s largest cruise ships for a week
of playing Cupid in the Caribbean.
I’d never been on a cruise before.
In fact, I have hardly ever been on a
boat except for the ferry going to and
fro between Ireland and the Aran
Islands. As I approached and admired
the vastness and beauty of the vessel,
I wondered what my father and
grandfather would have made of it all.
Most of their matchmaking was done

at horse fairs, cattle marts and
funerals, whereas mine would take
place for the next eight days on board
the MSC Divina – a vast ship which, at
1,092ft (333m) long, was about half
the length of a whole street in
Lisdoonvarna, in Ireland, where I live.
With more than 4,500 people on
board, the MSC vessel resembled a
city as much as a ship. Most of the
people on board were over the age of
50, some in couples but mostly singles.
While not everyone joins a cruise
with the intention of meeting their
soulmate, many passengers do –
thanks to a mix of scheduled activities,
parties and an abundance of likeminded people. On this departure, the
process would be helped along with
deliberate matchmaking sessions.
Cruising is a very sociable way to
travel and make connections, and I
was going to use this to my advantage
in my matchmaking pursuits. I like to
think of myself as a wiser and more
handsome Irish version of Fred Sirieix,
the French maître d’ at Galvin at
Windows who stars as the unofficial
matchmaker on First Dates, broadcast
on Channel 4. During my 50
years as a matchmaker, I
DATING
have introduced thousands
GAME
of couples, especially during
Willie Daly, right,
the peak month of
compares
September, when the annual
himself to Fred
matchmaking festival takes
Sirieix, below,
place in Lisdoonvarna. It is
presenter of
one of Ireland’s oldest and
TV’s ‘First Dates’
largest events, attracting
more than 60,000 people
from all over the world, who come for
the music, the dancing and, of course,
to find love.
The US singer Andy Cooney met me
at the festival last year and invited me
to join his “Cruise of Irish Stars”, an
eight-day trip from Miami to Mexico.
Along with a host of Irish performers,
I’d be matchmaking daily with mostly
Irish-American guests.
On the first night, Andy brought me
up on stage and introduced me as
“Ireland’s last traditional
matchmaker”. I could see that people
were bemused, especially when I
placed my 160-year-old
matchmaking book on the
table – tattered, and held
together with a piece of
string. I explained: “This is a
magic book, full of romantic
powers. If you touch it with
one hand, you will fall in
love in six months; both
hands and you will be
married in six months; and if
you’re already married you’ll
fall in love all over again.”
Most of my matchmaking
occurred in the evenings from
8pm to midnight in the bar,
where I set up a table. At other
times, people approached me
during the day as I wandered
about the ship. These informal

‘Everyone,
including
myself,
was really
just after
the same
thing:
to love
and be
cherished’
talking
point
Cruises are an
ideal way to
meet likeminded people
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meetings often happened after Mass,
which I attended every day. I’d ask
passengers to fill in a matchmaking
form and then I’d input their details in
my lucky book. If inspiration struck
and I thought of a suitable coupling,
I masterminded an introduction.
The ship had all the glamour of a
bygone era, including a suite designed
by the Italian actress Sophia Loren,
who was one of my idols growing up.
With music and dancing every night,
romance was definitely in the air. That
night, an orderly queue formed
comprising mostly elderly American
ladies waiting to meet me at my table.
As a divorcee, I myself was on the
lookout too – but of course, the other
passengers were my main priority.
First up was a lovely woman called
Catherine from Limerick. She was 37
and told me she had booked the cruise
when she heard I was going to be on it.
She had dark curly hair and told me
that she was very shy and had never
been married, but really wanted to
find love. Earlier that day, I had met
Michael, a tall good-looking man from
California, in the lift. He was 47 and,
like many Americans, a great talker.
I told Catherine about him and she
seemed very interested. It wasn’t long
before I spotted Michael and
beckoned him over to meet her.
A lot of my pairings are done like
this, by instinct, and my preference
for matching people is by physical
attraction, a gift I inherited from my

grandfather. I could
see instantly the
attraction between
the two; they
couldn’t take their
eyes off each other. As I am
matchmaking people, I like
to hear, “He’s gorgeous” or
“She’s lovely” – and there
was certainly a lot of that
going on, even if words
weren’t being used.
After Catherine and
Michael had both dutifully
filled in my matchmaking forms, and
touched the book for luck, I saw them
head off to the dance floor and later on
I spotted them holding hands.
After a few days on the ship, I was
glad to be back on solid ground as I
disembarked at the pretty fishing
village of Ocho Rios in Jamaica. The
quayside was packed with traders
selling brightly coloured clothes,
wooden animals and paintings.
I bought a few T-shirts for my
grandchildren and spent some time

ESSENTIALS
 The next
departure of
Andy Cooney’s
seven-night
Cruise of Irish
Stars (001
845 651 4441;
cruiseofirish
stars.com),
visiting the
eastern
Caribbean
aboard Celebrity
Equinox, is from
January 20-27
2018. Prices
start at $1,049
(£796) including
accommodation
and on-board
entertainment;

meals and flights
to Miami cost
extra. (Please
note that Willie
Daly is not
joining this
departure).
 Willie Daly will
be matchmaking
at the
Lisdoonvarna
Matchmaking
Festival in
County Clare,
Ireland, from
August 31- Sept
30 2018. For
early-bird
tickets, go to
matchmaker
ireland.com

walking up and
down the streets,
chatting to some
of the traders.
A couple I met on
the boat, John and
Anastasia from
County Wicklow,
suggested we hire
a taxi to explore
the island and
before long we
were driving
through junglecovered hills up
to the popular
tourist attraction,
Dunn’s River
Falls. The water
here was cool and
refreshing and it
was certainly
a relief to escape
the midday sun. We didn’t venture up
to the falls, but viewed them from a
platform below.
On the way back, the taxi driver
took us to a “shebeen” and we enjoyed
local beer and sampled some Jamaica
rum. Before long we were all up on the
dance floor, enjoying the reggae music
and dancing with some of the
Jamaican women. We were having
such fun that we completely lost track
of time. If it hadn’t been for two local
policemen finding us and escorting us
back to the quay, we probably would
have missed the boat.
Some days later, we stopped off in
Cozumel, a small Mexican island in the
Caribbean, famous for its beautiful
coral reefs and beaches. At first the
humidity was almost unbearable but I
soon got used to it. Near the centre
there was a small market, with stalls
selling all sorts of wonderful items. We
visited many local shops, one of which
contained fish bowls where you could
put your feet and fish would nibble off
the hard skin. It was not something I
had ever seen before, but my friend,
John, tried it much to my amusement.
Back on the ship, I continued to
matchmake, sometimes at my small
table. More often than not, however,
people would stop me in the corridors
and ask for my help. Now and again,
Andy Cooney would pass by and say:
“Well, Willie, any weddings yet?” with
a wink and a smile. “No weddings yet,
but plenty of matches. I expect a few
rings on fingers in the months ahead,”
I said, as I held up a bundle of forms,
waving them his way, some of which
I had already earmarked for myself.
As I was leaving the ship the next
day, I couldn’t help but think of my
grandfather and how far my
matchmaking had come from those
early days at the horse fairs in
Ennistymon. I had travelled a long
way across the world and was
reminded that everyone, including
myself, was really just after the same
thing: to love and be cherished.
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Hugh Morris on why your aircraft
seat is marked with a black triangle
indow seats with a
substantial view of
the wing are a thrill
to some and
a scourge to others – why are
those flaps moving? Is the
wing meant to shake that
much? Is that a gremlin?
But window seats don’t
exist entirely for the
passenger’s benefit – they are
also of use to the captain. If
the crew believe there is an
issue with a wing – the flaps,
slats or even engines – looking
out of the window is the best
way to verify visually their
concerns one way or another.
To do that they will head to
the best seat in the house,
usually marked by a small
black triangle sticker on the
interior cabin wall.
“The black triangle marks
the location of what has been
called ‘William Shatner’s Seat’,
the one with the clearest view
of the wing,” explained retired
aerospace engineer Lee
Ballentine, after the question
was posed on the Q&A website
Quora. “This is the place
inside the aircraft from which
you can get the best visual
check for ice or other
problems. The Shatner
reference is to one of the
strangest episodes of The
Twilight Zone, “Nightmare at
20,000 Feet”, which first aired
in 1963. In it, Shatner’s
character sees a gremlin on
the wing of the plane on
which he is a passenger.”
Another respondent
pointed out that advances in
technology mean that visual
checks from William Shatner’s
Seat occur less and less often.
So why are the stickers still
there? “Aeroplanes are
expensive, so they last
forever,” said airline pilot
Steven Hoober. “Features are
never removed, and useless
ones are generally still
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maintained.” Another
response, from Donald
Daugherty, an aerospace
engineer, added that a
particular point in the aircraft
on some Airbus planes is used
to spot, if in doubt, whether
the landing gear is down, via a
post that protrudes from the
wing. “The crew usually ask a
flight attendant to look out so
as not to frighten anyone,” he
said. The spot also provides
the best position for those
familiar wing-shot images
posted on Instagram.
Other elements of the
aircraft’s design that cause
consternation in some
passengers are the handles
or hooks on the wing, which
are often yellow and easily
visible from a number of
window seats. These are
used to help secure the rope
connecting the life raft in the
case of an emergency
landing on water, and to
guide passengers walking
across the wing when
leaving the plane.
Another puzzling addition
in many aircraft is the ashtray
in the lavatory cubicle –
despite no one being allowed
to smoke on a plane this side
of the millennium. Why are
they still there? According to
the Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA) list of
“minimum equipment” for
aircraft, an ashtray in each
plane lavatory is still a legal
requirement. The reason? If
someone were to have a
cheeky fag illegally, they
would still need to stub it out –
and it’s best that they have
somewhere to do that rather
than cause a fire by just
dropping it in the bin.
 For more answers to some
of the great mysteries of
travel, see telegraph.co.uk/
travel/travel-truths
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