PAPA DISRUP T

MEET THE REAL DADS
OF MELBOURNE

Proving that the MODERN FAMILY can look however you want it to,
dads Jarrad and Michael Duggan-Tierney talk SAME-SEX MARRIAGE,
raising a RESLIENT son, and planning the wedding of their DREAMS.
WORDS // Rebecca Haddad
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f any two deserve the moniker, ‘Papa(s) Disrupt’, it’s
Jarrad and Michael Duggan-Tierney, AKA the Real Dads
of Melbourne. Since launching their popular Instagram
account to keep family and friends updated on their life,
the duo – and their adorable eight-year-old son, Reid – have
won the hearts of 89,000 followers. Make no mistake:
Jarrad and Michael’s life is far from The Real Housewives;
their refreshingly honest, candid and fun take on same-sex
parenting and life is representative of Australia’s changing family
landscape. We sat down with the duo to talk about #dadlife, their
upcoming trip to Mumbai to reunite with their surrogate, and
embracing the power of community to action social change.

HOW IS REID? WHAT ARE YOU LOVING THE MOST ABOUT
HIM AT THIS AGE?
JARRAD: At the moment he is absolutely loving piano. We have

had one in our house for over a year and he had been teaching
himself online, so now he has an actual teacher. With lessons he is
picking it up quickly. Music is his passion.

HAS THE LEGALISATION OF SAME-SEX MARRIAGE
CHANGED THINGS WITHIN THE SCHOOL COMMUNITY
FOR BOTH YOURSELVES AND REID?
J: We’ve been quite lucky at the schools we’ve been at, because if

someone has had an opposing opinion they’ve kept it to themselves.

MICHAEL: Reid has become very resilient. That’s what we’ve had
to do all our lives; up until recently we weren’t recognised as equals.
So when Reid was born we instilled in him the teaching that as long
as you’re a good person and do the right thing, you’re okay. And if
people choose to think differently, you just have to be accepting and
resilient in the face of different attitudes.

IT’S FAIR TO SAY YOU’VE BECOME
POSITIVE ONLINE AMBASSADORS FOR
SAME-SEX PARENTING AND SURROGACY.
HOW DOES THAT FEEL?

J: We try not to think of ourselves as ambassadors
because we’re certainly not experts and we’re
not different to anyone else. And we don’t want
to be different to any other family. There’s a
commonality [among our online following]:
everybody is just doing the best job they can and
raising children that will become good members
of society.

M: We’re just sharing our lives and showing that
we are an average family doing our own thing.
As our following has grown, we are much more
aware of the breadth of opinions within our
community and we want it to remain a safe space.
WHAT LED TO YOUR DECISION
TO CHOOSE AN INTERNATIONAL
SURROGACY PATH?
J: We don’t have expert knowledge about

surrogacy and adoption here in Australia, but
the chances of being selected are so slim. As we
were getting older we wanted to give ourselves
the best chance possible. We were working
towards surrogacy in America but it was very
expensive – we even bought and renovated and
resold investment properties to cover the costs.
We eventually realised that there were other
countries we could look at where the process is
a little faster. So we turned our sights to India
and eventually settled on talking to our agency
of choice for about 12 months to build up a
relationship with them before moving forward.

DID YOU FIND ANY CULTURAL BARRIERS
WHILE NAVIGATING THE SURROGACY
PATH IN INDIA, PARTICULARLY AS A SAMESEX COUPLE?
J: Not really. The people of the organisation we

chose were very friendly and supportive. The
whole journey with them was very comfortable
and we felt very accepted.

WERE YOU BOTH ABLE TO BE PRESENT
FOR REID’S BIRTH?
J: Yes. Reid was born via caesarean at 36 weeks

so he was a little early. We arrived in Mumbai a
couple of days before the birth so we were able
to see our surrogate before she went into theatre,
and then we waited for the swinging doors to
open and we could go in and see our son. Reid
was born with some complications with his
kidneys and the doctors were very realistic with
us, telling us to be excited but be aware that he
might not be breathing on his own. But we went
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in, he was fine, and we were able to stay at the hospital suite with
Reid for three nights.

DO YOU STAY IN TOUCH WITH YOUR SURROGATE?
J: We talk to our surrogate through our agency. We’re meeting her

in Mumbai in October and it will be the first time she will be able
to meet Reid. We’ve been waiting for Reid to be at the right age.
He’s always known where he’s come from and has a picture of our
surrogate next to his bed. He is very excited to meet her and has
been talking about what he’s going to say when he sees her.

HOW DID YOU EXPLAIN THE SURROGACY TO REID?
J: He knows that two men can have a baby, but can’t make a baby.

We explain that our surrogate was the woman who gave us him,
as a gift – the greatest gift ever. We respect her and always talk
about her. It’s like anything in a normal home life – it’s just always
been a part of our life. We were waiting for him to be old enough
to remember the significance of going that far to meet her. We’re
going back with a couple who we met in Mumbai who were also
going through surrogacy with the same agency – they’re now Reid’s
godparents. We’re really looking forward to the journey.

DO YOU HAVE ANY ADVICE FOR COUPLES LOOKING
AT SURROGACY?
J: We don’t generally like to give advice, more just share our story

on our platforms so that people can take whatever they need from
it. We sacrificed a lot, planned a lot. We always say that we’re living
proof that the wildest of dreams can come true. We didn’t think that
one of us would be a biological father to a child of our own, but it
happened. If you have a dream, no matter how out there it seems,
stick to it.

WHAT IS THE FOCUS OF CONVERSATION WITHIN YOUR
ONLINE COMMUNITY?
J: At the moment it is a lot of parenting – general, relatable things

that are happening. The other day, for example, I forgot Reid’s afterschool snack when doing the pick-up and he didn’t want to eat what
was left in his lunchbox, and there was a lot of talk among fellow
parents about their own similar experience. People have also been
interested in the brands that work with us. We only feature products
and brands that align to our family values and needs.

M: We also get a lot of direct messages and emails of thanks from
people who have just come out, or from the parents of children who
have come out. Some parents with children they suspect may want
to come out also message us to ask for advice on ways they can
support their child. There’s a lot that goes on behind the scenes of
the Instagram world.
WHAT DO YOU VALUE MOST ABOUT YOUR ONLINE
COMMUNITY?
M: We saw a doco years ago about two guys having a baby. We

approached them and they gave us the energy and the belief that
we could do this. So, if we can do that for other people through
showing our lives and demonstrating that family comes in all shapes
and sizes, that makes us feel good. We may be able to help people
widen their views and change the landscape a bit. I wish this sort
of community was around when I was a kid and I wouldn’t have
struggled with my sexuality as much as I did. That makes me
feel proud.
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J: The obvious thing is the people that we have met – some of them
will become lifelong friends. We also get incredible opportunities
like Reid going to Disneyland for his last birthday, which is
something so amazing for our child and something he would never
have got to do otherwise. We do sometimes get judged as selling
out, but we’re doing the best for our family and with integrity.
M: Because we’re quite active in the social world and in public
life it’s so important to have integrity. We work and live in the
local community, so we want to be 100 per cent behind anything
we do or say. This is especially important for the times we work
with brands. We don’t want people thinking we just use random
products, so whatever brands we work with, we decide if the item is
truly something we would buy for ourselves and have at home.
J: We love to work with smaller bloggers and people with small

business too as a way of helping them out and giving back.

WHERE DO YOU SEE YOUR ONLINE PRESENCE GOING?
M: There’s something that is really important to us when people ask

us where we’re going to take Instagram and what happens as Reid
gets older: we really want to use social for good. We’re ambassadors
of TLC for Kids, which doesn’t get any sort of government funding
and we’re in talks about holding a charity event to raise awareness
and get support from our followers. We’ve chosen this charity
because it’s all inclusive, looking after parents and children, and it’s
a platform where we can help people we don’t know about. It’s also
important to expose Reid to that and get him involved. We recently
had a company approach us saying they’d like to gift Reid a cubby
house, but we asked if they could use their product to give to a
family in need. That to us is far more rewarding.

WITH YOUR LIVES BEING BUSY, WHAT IS RITUALISTIC
ABOUT YOUR FAMILY ROUTINE?
J: When we planned to have Reid we were

AND HOW DO YOU SPEND QUALITY TIME
TOGETHER AS A COUPLE?
J: Our work is quite flexible. I think it’s important to have

careers that allow you to be flexible. It’s only recently that
we’ve started accepting invites to dinners and stuff like
that… it’s important to keep our social life alive.

AND HOW IS THE WEDDING PLANNING GOING?
J: It’s going well! We’re meeting with our planners today to

go over bombonieres, and then photographers. We’ve got
the venue, suits, and some other things locked down. We
have Aussie designers making our suits, so we’ve talked to
them about how extra we want our suits to be [laughs].

FINALLY, DO YOU HAVE A SINGLE PIECE OF
PARENTING ADVICE TO SHARE?
J: There’s nothing we wanted to know before we had a child

because every child is different and we don’t worry about
the small things. We want to worry about things as they
happen rather than before they happen.

M: Before we became parents someone said to us, “You’re
going to get a lot of people coming up to you talking about
how to be parents, so listen to everybody and only take on
what works for you,” and that’s the approach we take.

FOLLOW THEIR JOURNEY
INSTAGRAM: @the_real_dads_of_melbourne
FACEBOOK: @realdadsofmelbourne
WEB: rdom.com.au

both working at Qantas and we both took
voluntary redundancies, because family time
is incredibly important to us. As far as routines
go, it is important for either one of us to pick
Reid up from school and that we see him at the
start of the day and at the end of the day. We
have built new careers around being able to do
this.

M: And once a week we fit in a hot breakfast at
home where we cook together and have a chat
about everything that has happened during the
week. It’s always really nice to have that time.
J: Cooking is really important to us and our
routine. I was never really taught to cook as I
was very looked-after by my mum growing up.
I thought “Reid is going to be a husband one
day and I don’t want him to cook how I cook!”
So it is good for him to know where food
comes from and what ingredients go together.
And he loves it. We cook dinner together most
of the week.
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