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It was like a form of revenge taken on them, for their loveless schemes of robbing and fleeing; a revenge contrived by the ancient, barbaric country they had so lightly invaded. Now, she held them captive—without chains; ensorcelled—without witchcraft; and, lying stretched like some primeval monster in the sun, her breasts freely bared, she watched, with a malignant eye, the efforts made by these puny mortals to tear their lips away.


Henry Handel Richardson, Australia Felix Book 1 of The Fortunes of Richard Mahony









When I was a child, my father used to talk about ‘when my ship comes in’, a phrase that evoked for me visions of a Spanish galleon loaded with treasures improbably sailing into Adelaide’s Outer Harbour. To him it meant having a big enough win to bring some relief from the daily economic burden of raising a large and, given we were Catholics, constantly expanding family. My father was extraordinarily lucky when it came to gambling: he won every raffle he entered. Once, he won a brand-new Holden. It was especially lucky that he won because my mother had gone really crook at him for spending the £10 we could ill afford on the ticket. He promptly sold the car, and for a while it was smoked salmon and sparkling burgundy—his idea of a slap-up celebration—for him and my mother, while we kids relished shop-bought fish and chips wrapped in newspaper, the best possible treat we could imagine. My father’s luck extended to the horses; he always seemed to win at the track. Or perhaps he just never told us about the times he lost. In other aspects of his life he was less lucky, but when we think about winning and losing we generally think only about money. If we were to include things such as health and happiness in our national calculus, we might reach a different conclusion. But we are not like that.


Australians love to gamble. A comprehensive report on gambling conducted by the Productivity Commission in 1999 stated that 82 per cent of Australian adults gambled at least occasionally, while 40 per cent of us were described as regular gamblers, meaning we indulged at least once a week.1 Around half of this number engaged in the national passion for lotteries, while the other half went for the serious stuff: the horses or the dogs, gaming machines (the official name for poker machines, or pokies, as they are colloquially known),

casinos and so on. It used to be said that Australians would bet on two flies crawling up a wall, but now, with the onset of all sorts of machines and games, we can gamble in a more organised fashion—and feed vast profits into the coffers of their owners. We have been gambling since the arrival of the First Fleet. In his landmark book The Australian Legend the historian Russel Ward cites ‘A Gentleman Just Returned from the Settlement’ who, in 1808, wrote:




To such excesses was the pursuit of gambling carried among the convicts that some have been known, after losing money, provisions, and all their cloathing [sic], to have staked their cloaths upon their wretched backs, standing in the midst of their associates naked, and as indifferent about it as the unconscious natives of the country. They have been seen playing at their favourite games of cribbage and all-fours, for six, eight, and ten dollars each game; and those who are not expert at these, instead of pence tossed up for dollars.2





Our national addiction to gambling is not just profound—we spend more on gambling than any other nation on earth—it is growing. In 2000 Australians wagered thirty times the amount they had spent back in 1973.3 In 2008 gambling is even more pervasive, and in recent years, with the legalisation of virtually all forms of gambling, the permitting of pokies in pubs in most states and the arrival of online betting, this pastime has turned into an obsession. In 2005–06 Australians lost $17.5 billion4, or $1122 for every man, woman and child. This amount is more or less equal to the entire federal defence budget.
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By the time she was caught, in 2006, Renea Hughes had put more than $500 000 through the pokies in just three years. She must have cut a lonely figure, standing there night after night compulsively feeding the voracious machine that flashed and pinged in encouragement and, every so often, rewarded her by spewing out a noisy windfall of clattering coins. For nearly two years, from late 2004 until mid 2006, at around eleven o’clock most nights, Hughes, a 37-year-old woman from Sydney’s western suburbs, would check that her husband and children were sleeping, then hop into a rental car and drive a few kilometres to the Pioneer Tavern at South Penrith, an insalubrious watering hole that was open all night. Once inside the pub, Hughes paused at the bar to pick up a Diet Coke and then headed for the poker machines. She would position herself in front of a machine and start playing. Renea was a chunky woman watching her weight, which explains her choice of a diet drink, but she must have needed the hit of caffeine to keep herself going as she stood there, hour after hour, stabbing relentlessly at the buttons she dreamed would deliver her fortune. If she ran out of funds, she temporarily left her machine for another, the automatic teller, positioned conveniently inside the pub, and withdrew $1000 to $2000 so she could continue her gambling. Some nights she made no withdrawals—‘I was winning, I didn’t need to’, she said later by way of explanation when confronted with a printout of her transactions. When she did raid the ATM, ‘it would always be mostly in $500 lots and it would always be to $2000 because that would be the limit on the card’, Hughes said. ‘Had the limit been more, the damage would have been a lot more on each day.’


Initially, for the first six months of her gambling career, the withdrawals were, compared with what would come later, relatively small, around $5000 per month. But as it got a grip on her, Hughes needed more and more money and her withdrawals rose dramatically, exceeding $37 000 for the month of September 2005. She worked out a way to get around the $2000 daily limit on her card by arranging her withdrawals before and after midnight. Whatever cash she was able to lay her hands on she fed straight into the machines. At four in the morning she drove home to grab a couple of hours’ sleep before it was time to get up and go to work.
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The Americans might include the pursuit of happiness in their Declaration of Independence, but if we had such a document in this country many would probably want it to spell out the right to pursue luck. Part of our national obsession with gambling has to do with our mania for money, something that has characterised Australian life since colonial days. We have always pursued the material ahead of the spiritual. Apart from the convicts, who had no say in it, we were settled mostly by people who came here to improve their circumstances, to get from the new country what the old could not provide them with. Never was this more apparent than during the gold rushes to New South Wales and, even more so, Victoria during the 1850s. Between 1851 and 1861 the population of Australia trebled as fortune hunters rushed from around the world, but especially from the British Isles, to the goldfields. Most of this increase occurred in Victoria, whose population rose from 11 738 in 1841 to 540 322 in 1861.5 Such an influx could not fail to have a dramatic impact on the country, on both the land itself and on the conduct and morality of the people.


Henry Handel Richardson’s epic three-book novel about the goldfields, The Fortunes of Richard Mahony, brilliantly described this impact. Australia Felix, the first book of the trilogy, was published in 1917. Its Proem, from which the quotation at the beginning of this essay is drawn, foreshadows the physical and psychic ruin that befell so many of the diggers. Raffaello Carboni, the Italian writer who provided the only written eyewitness account of the famous Eureka Stockade at the Ballarat goldfields in 1865, wrote: ‘Balaarat [sic] was a Nugety Eldorado for the few, a ruinous field of hard labour for many, a profound ditch of perdition for Body and Soul to all’.6
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