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‘Where is the sin? We bet. It has all been passed down that there is a God. We bet our life on it. We calculate the odds, the return that we shall sit with the saints in Paradise. Our anxiety about our bet wakes us before dawn in a cold sweat and God sees us suffer. I cannot believe that such a God, whose fundamental requirement of us is that we gamble our mortal souls – it’s true that we stake everything on the fact of his existence – I cannot believe that such a God can look unkindly on a chap wagering a few quid on the likelihood of a dumb animal crossing the line first, unless it might be considered a blaspheme to apply to a common pleasure that which is divine. Shall we play?’

Peter Carey, Oscar and Lucinda


‘The plate of the hunter, the gambler, and the fisherman is nine times empty and one time full.’

Cretan proverb




PREFACE

Inside the gleaming walls of the Oasis Casino in Jericho, the slot machines continue to whirr, the chips are stacked neatly in piles, the green baize is brushed and the roulette wheels are oiled on a daily basis. Only the gamblers are missing.

Jericho is a quiet city in the West Bank, eighteen miles from Jerusalem. It is close to Jesus’s baptismal site and the city is overlooked by the barren mountain on which he is purported to have spent forty days and forty nights resisting the temptations of the Devil. Between 1998, when the Oasis Casino was built by a joint Austrian-Palestinian conglomerate, and September 2000, when the second intifada began, gambling was the region’s greatest temptation. Although gambling is outlawed in Israel, three thousand Israeli punters a day – double that number at weekends – flocked over the Palestinian borders to the casino, swelling its coffers by $54 million in 1999 and keeping 1,600 Palestinians in full employment. Brett Anderson, the New Zealand-born manager of the casino, said, ‘Israelis have a passion for gambling. The State of Israel is a gamble, so perhaps that’s why they go at it with such intensity.’

Since the intifada, Israeli gamblers have stayed away and the casino has stood empty. A skeletal staff of fifty keep the 285 slot machines and 124 gaming tables in working order, ready for the moment when peace and security will bring a resumption in play.

That moment came closer on 16 March 2005, when in the glasnost that followed the death of Yasser Arafat, and under the terms of the Sharm el-Sheikh peace accord, Israel returned five towns in the West Bank to the Palestinian Authority. In the Knesset the day before the handover, an Israeli politician, Benny Elon, questioned why Jericho was the first of those territories to be returned, especially since the assassins of the Israeli tourism minister Rechavam Ze’evi were held in a prison in Jericho, and Mahmoud Abbas, the newly elected leader of the Palestinian Authority, had promised to release them once Jericho was handed over to Arab control. Was it, he asked, because of the close links between Ariel Sharon, the then Prime Minister of Israel, and Martin Schlaff, the Viennese Jew, who part-owned the Oasis Casino?

The day after the announcement that Jericho was to be returned to Arab control, Israelis jammed the telephone lines of the casino to enquire as to when it would reopen. That possibility looked increasingly remote after Hamas’s victory in the 2006 Palestinian elections. Citing Islamic law, under which gambling is illegal, Hamas vowed never to open the Oasis Casino whilst it remains in government. Israelis will have to look elsewhere to feed their addiction.

Precisely one year to the day before Jericho was returned to Arab control, a ‘chic and beautiful’ (according to Scotland Yard) Hungarian woman walked into the Ritz casino in London accompanied by two ‘elegant’ Serbian men. The owners of the Ritz, the reclusive millionaire twins David and Frederick Barclay, were not thought to be in residence during the two nights that the trio played the tables. Had they been, their acute business antennae might have twitched at the outrageous good fortune that the three Eastern Europeans seemed to be enjoying. On the first evening they walked away with £100,000 and on the next £1.2 million – £300,000 in cash and a cheque for £900,000.

On the basis that the casino should hold the whip hand and not the punter, and working on the same principle as high-street bookmakers, who love suckers and hate winners, the closed-circuit cameras were scrutinised the next day. It transpired that the three gamblers had smuggled into the casino a laser scanner linked to a microcomputer in a mobile phone. As a croupier released the ball onto the roulette wheel, the scanner noted where it had dropped and measured the declining speed of the wheel. All these factors were beamed to the microcomputer, which calculated the section of six numbers upon which the ball would finally settle, and then flashed the information onto the mobile phone before the third spin of the wheel, thus enabling the bets to be placed. The odds of winning were so reduced from 36-1 (the house percentage is guaranteed by the thirty-seventh number – zero) to 5-1.

Scotland Yard were duly informed and the trio were arrested at a nearby hotel and charged with obtaining their winnings by fraudulent means. After a nine-month investigation, they were released. They were allowed to keep their money and they were able to leave the country. Since the scanner had not interfered with the ball or the roulette wheel, no law had been violated.

On the last Saturday in October 2004, whilst the Hungarian beauty and her two acolytes were awaiting their fate, Jack Lee, a 75-year-old pensioner from Newcastle, walked into his local betting shop and placed a £2 bet on the Scoop6 – a competition run by the Tote which offers a jackpot prize to anyone who can pick the winners of the day’s six televised races. The jackpot had not been won for a number of weeks and the rollovers had swelled the pot to just over £850,000. After leg five, Jack was in possession of the only ticket in the country with a chance of winning. His selection in the last race – the Ben Marshall Stakes at Newmarket – was a horse called Babodana trained by Mark Tompkins. In a rough race, Babodana crossed the finishing line first. A stewards’ inquiry was duly called, Babodana was disqualified, and Jack’s bet was nullified. The official form book’s comment was this: ‘[Babodana] was unlucky not to follow up as he was somewhat harshly thrown out after passing the winning post a narrow winner. A controversial end of a decent contest and the result may well be turned over on appeal.’ Not that the appeal would have helped Jack, who saw his dreams of a lifetime’s win disappear with the sound of the steward’s klaxon. When asked for his reaction, Jack said, simply, ‘That’s gambling.’ The next day’s papers gave him the sobriquet ‘Britain’s unluckiest punter’.

Jack’s bad luck didn’t stop there. The following week the jackpot had rolled over to £1.1 million and it was finally won by a punter called Stuart Bolland from Irlam in Greater Manchester. His outlay was 240 times more than Jack’s modest £2 and was no mere shot in the dark. ‘Luck is in the mix,’ he said, ‘but there is a lot of know-how and empirical knowledge involved.’ His win entitled him to go for the bonus fund the following week, worth almost twice the original win. He announced that if his selection in the bonus race won he would like to share some of his winnings with Jack. His selection, a horse called Monkerhostin, finished third, but the local bookmaker, Fred Done, agreed to give Stuart a further £30,000, which he decided to split with Jack. A photoshoot of the cheque presentation was arranged for the following Wednesday. Jack died in his home in Newcastle on the Tuesday.

One year after Jack had died, Graham Price, a financial consultant from Swansea, was jailed for twelve years after it was discovered that, over a four-year period, he had stolen £10 million from the bank he consulted for and from eighty-four private clients. He had stolen the money to pay for his gambling addiction. Although authorities had not been able to trace all the money, it was known that he had spent £1.7 million on racing tipsters, £1 million on internet gambling, £250,000 on shares in thirteen horses and £32,000 on their training fees. Many of his victims were elderly people who had lost their homes, savings and pensions. Price was finally discovered when an auditor found an IOU pledge to the Halifax for £7 million. His counsel actually used this information in his defence. It indicated, said Peter Douglas-Jones, that Mr Price was ‘clinging to the hope, the belief, the prayer, that his bets would come good.’ When the police arrived to arrest him, Mr Price demonstrated the eternal hope that addicts cling to – what is known as the ‘gambler’s fallacy’. ‘I was going to win it all back,’ he said. ‘You have come one week too soon.’

Gambling has infatuated human beings since the beginning of time. In Greek mythology the world was even created by a divine game of craps – Zeus winning the skies, Poseidon the seas and Hades the underworld. The desire to seek out risk seems to be a universal human phenomenon, uniting all societies – ancient and modern, western and oriental. In the 4th century BC, two Chinese gamblers bet their ears on which side a leaf would land. The loser severed his lobes and presented them to the winner on the leaf. Thousands of years later the Andaman Islanders still played a peculiar form of human roulette to convict suspected criminals.

Not just all societies but all levels of society, too: from royalty – the Queen of England is known to like a flutter on the nags and on internet companies; to academics – Isaac Newton lost a bundle in a punt on the South Sea Bubble; politicians – Richard Nixon funded his early political career with his winnings from poker; and writers like Dostoevsky, who was as addicted a gambler as any. The urge to gamble unites the aristocrats, who lost vast estates in the gaming clubs of 18th-century England, with the working man whose natural habitat is Jack Lee’s betting shop. Nor has it made any difference to this urge to gamble whether the activity has been frowned upon, which historically it has, or whether, as in Israel, China, Islamic countries or certain states of America, it is illegal.

The stories of the casino in Jericho, the Ritz heist, Britain’s ‘unluckiest punter’ and Graham Price’s deception suggest that gambling incorporates many of the experiences and emotions that we would regard as essential to a life worth living – hope, expectation, excitement, intelligence, winning, generosity of spirit; and a few that we may regard as anathema – crime, greed, addiction, ruination, political chicanery and losing.

Of course, the very act of living necessitates taking chances at every turn, but that is too wide a definition of the notion of ‘gambling’ per se. To gamble – a verb not found in English usage until 1775, but thought to derive from the Anglo Saxon word ‘gamen’, meaning ‘sport’, ‘pleasure’, ‘joy’ or ‘pastime’ – implies a positive choice to seek out risk in return for reward. This apparent desire to surrender to the forces of chance regularly afflicts more than two-thirds of the adult population in Britain, if the statistics from the National Lottery are to be believed.

Indeed, all the anecdotal evidence suggests that Britain, at the start of the 21st century, is in the grip of a gambling craze fit to rank alongside any period in British history. In 2005, the gambling industry was worth just over £50 billion, more than the state’s spend on transport and defence combined. High-profile cases, such as the £700,000 frittered away in five short months by Wayne Rooney, keep gambling in the headlines, as they always do. Rooney’s loss, whilst staggering, was small beer in comparison with the American golfer John Daly. In May 2006, Daly announced that he had lost as much as £32 million in the last twelve years. But there is a deeper unease: for many, the government-inspired liberalisation of the industry, enshrined in the Gambling Act 2005, threatens to destabilise an area of life that has been regulated, crime-free and relatively controlled for four decades.

This book aims to put gambling in 21st-century Britain into some kind of historical context, whilst looking at the very recent technological changes that have altered the face of gambling for ever. It is these twin developments – the increased access to gambling via the internet, and the liberalisation of the industry – that will form the essence of the debate over gambling that is sure to rage as preparations for the first Las Vegas-style casino to hit these shores get under way, and as the realisation dawns that we are becoming a nation of gamblers.


1

THE OPIUM OF THE MASSES


‘The Lottery, with its weekly payout of enormous prizes, was the one public event to which the proles paid serious attention. It was probable that there were some millions of proles for whom the Lottery was the principal if not the only reason for remaining alive. It was their delight, their folly, their anodyne, their intellectual stimulant.’

George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four




On a sweltering June afternoon in 2005, about a hundred and twenty gamblers stroll though the revolving doors of the BBC and into a studio, where the bright lights of the cameras increase their discomfort. Their ages vary from early twenties through to late middle age, and they are well dressed, the men in slacks and open-necked shirts and the ladies in floral dresses. At first glance they might be taken for a book club, or a group going out for an evening at the theatre, rather than gamblers. But gamblers they all are: each possessing at least one lottery ticket, each hoping against hope that lady luck might visit them that evening. And why not? The jackpot (£15 million on this particular evening) is usually won by somebody, even if the odds of the finger of fate touching you are close on 14 million to 1.

The BBC show Come and Have a Go has twin attractions for the audience: the live draw, at around 8.20 p.m., and the quiz that precedes it, in which £50,000 can be won. Much of the quiz element of the show is prerecorded, hence their mid-afternoon arrival at the BBC. They sit perspiring, applauding and laughing to order, throughout the afternoon, until 7.30 p.m., when the show goes out live to an audience of around six million. It has consistently been the highest-rated entertainment show on a Saturday evening, benefiting from a surge of around three million viewers at the end of the programme when the jackpot draw is made.

Tonight’s show is being hosted by possibly the oddest couple in broadcasting: Julian Clary and Emily Maitlis. At the start of the live portion of the proceedings, Clary minces onto the stage wearing a shiny mauve suit, white tie, white shoes, peroxide blond hair and near-orange make-up. He tells the audience, in a simpering voice, that ‘We have goodies galore for you this evening. On my right is someone who is scorching on the outside, cool as a cucumber on the inside – a bit like a baked Alaska, really! Emily Maitlis!’

Maitlis, a Cambridge University graduate, a former business correspondent for NBC, a hard news journalist who has covered such diverse topics as the US presidential elections and the Afghan refugee crisis, and who speaks Mandarin, French, Spanish and Italian, but who is now clearly trying to break into the big bucks of light entertainment television, blushes slightly and half raises her face in a coquettish Princess Diana-like pose. She is the quiz-meister.

After each question, Clary tries out a lame joke, usually with some sexual innuendo. After a question about poker, he says, ‘I tried playing with a stud last night too, but we didn’t get along so well!’ The floor manager holds up a piece of card instructing the audience to ‘Laugh!’, but their only response is a half groan. Clary gallops on, undaunted.

The set is wreathed in starlike lights. The intended impression must be of a place where dreams come true, or Nirvana. (It was the advertising group M&C Saatchi that came up with the name Camelot for the conglomerate that runs the National Lottery, based, they said, on ‘dreams of romance’.) At the back of the set are two pairs of machines: one to draw the lottery known as Thunderball; another for the Lotto itself, when the jackpot is up for grabs. Amidst the kitsch surroundings, the five-foot-high solid white machines look strangely stark and forbidding. The balls (prechecked by the National Weights and Measures Laboratory) have been placed inside them (in a pre-arranged order stipulated by analysts from the University of Hertfordshire) and are ready to be spun around by the rotators before, in the case of the jackpot draw, seven of them emerge to make someone’s dreams come true.

All the machines are manufactured by an American company in New Jersey called Smartplay. Originally there were sixteen such machines made for Camelot, who named them, appropriately, according to Arthurian legend: Guinevere, Lancelot and so on. The originals have been replaced now and Guinevere stands on permanent exhibition at the Science Museum. There are currently six machines in operation, the more prosaically named Opal, Pearl, Garnet and Topaz, and Moonstone and Amethyst – the two on duty tonight. There are five Thunderball machines in operation and they retain the link to the kingdom of dreams and romance: Excalibur I, II, III, IV and V.

At 7.45 p.m. an auditor, dressed in a pinstriped suit and white gloves, turns on the machines. They must run for a certain length of time, and the rotators must spin for a certain length of time, before the draw can begin. Another auditor, also in white gloves, stands in the shadows with a stopwatch. At 8.05 the clocker raises a thumb and the ‘Voice of the Balls’ announces that it is time for the Thunderball draw. As each ball falls, it is invested with some kind of individuality and personality, as if to con the viewers that this is something more than a draw determined by pure chance. Number 25, says the Voice, is a particularly lucky number, it being the most-drawn-out ball throughout the history of Thunderball. This marketing strategy clearly works, for 60 per cent of those who choose a lottery ticket do so by agonising over their own numbers: birthdays, date of divorce and so on. The other 40 per cent simply let a computer choose a random set of numbers.

Despite the marketing, Camelot makes no secret of the fact that the draw is governed totally by randomness or chance. This is from the National Lottery Commission website: ‘We have a rolling programme of research to check for elements of non-randomness in the UK Lottery. All the research we have commissioned to date states, unequivocally, that the UK National Lottery shows no evidence of non-randomness.’ It is the only evidence you need to tell you that all the books advising you on how to win the lottery are a complete waste of time; that it is pointless listening to the Sun’s Mystic Meg who, in the early days of the lottery, exhorted the Sun’s readers to rub their lottery tickets on her psychically charged red dot; that it is pointless listening to the Daily Mirror’s Claire Voyant, who this evening has recommended the numbers 2, 16, 22, 11, 12 and 5 (none of which turn up), and that choosing your own numbers is no more likely to result in a win than letting the computer choose them for you. Unless, of course, you think you are destined to win, that fate has decreed that you, and not 14 million others, will be the one, which is, of course, a delusion common to most gamblers. The National Lottery helped promulgate this belief in its earliest advertising slogans, showing a huge finger of fate descending from the heavens with the slogan ‘It could be you!’

We all know people who irrationally believe that their daily lives are controlled in some way by omens, good or bad. Gamblers seem to be especially vulnerable: they have lucky positions around the roulette table, lucky items of clothing, lucky days, or unlucky days on which they won’t gamble. Anthony Holden, author of the bestselling book about poker Big Deal, goes out of his way to emphasise that poker is not gambling because it is a game of skill, and yet he won’t go down to the tables without wearing his lucky watch. This belief in the power of fate or luck convinces gamblers that somehow they can bend the forces of mathematics or probability or pure chance to their will. That they will be lucky tonight.

Winners of the lottery have often ascribed their success to a lucky omen rather than pure chance. This is from the National Lottery website: ‘Edwin Thrasher was stony-broke before he won and one day he touched the ring his father had left him when he died and said, “Dad, please send me some money.” That afternoon he won £50,000 on an instant scratchcard.’ Or Billy Gibbons, who picked his winning numbers after his pet chicken ‘Kiev’ trampled all over his calculator producing six numbers. After the numbers came up, ‘Kiev’ was renamed ‘Lucky’ and now the fowl chooses Billy’s numbers every Saturday.

At 8.17 p.m. the Voice announces that it is time for the jackpot draw. The total prize fund tonight is £27.4 million and the jackpot is £15 million. Clary can barely contain himself. ‘Here come the balls!’ he squeals. One couple in the audience are holding hands, both clasped around a ticket. A woman is gripping what looks like a lucky pendant hanging around her neck. Some of the cameramen have a lottery ticket taped to the back of their cameras. (Apparently during one rehearsal a cameraman’s numbers actually came up. If it happened now, would he simply walk away from his job and leave his camera unmanned?) Six million or so viewers are watching expectantly.

The Voice announces each ball as it emerges: 49, 44, 38, 15, 23, 27 and the bonus ball is 34. Each is greeted with rapturous applause. One of the floor managers scrunches up his ticket in disgust. Within seconds, an employee from Camelot groans backstage, ‘Oh no! There’s a single winner.’ Thanks to the combined efforts of Moonstone and Amethyst someone’s dreams have indeed come true. I enquire why the news of a single winner is greeted with such depression – surely another lottery multimillionaire is a marketing dream. But no, Camelot’s marketing department want a rollover of £20 million for the Wednesday draw, which would guarantee a pick-up in sales of at least 10 per cent. They are not happy. The 60 to 70 per cent of the adult population who habitually gamble on the lottery are not happy – some of them will succumb to what has been called ‘lottery stress disorder’ in the coming days. One person, who subsequently decides to spurn any publicity, is £15 million richer.

The lottery, as the descendant of the practice of casting and drawing lots, is perhaps the most ancient form of man appealing directly to chance. Those who drew lots in the Old Testament, however, to divide the lands of Canaan, or, in the New Testament, to distribute Christ’s garments, were not gambling in the sense that we would understand it today. They were casting lots to divine the will of God: the casting of a lot was a direct appeal to God and the drawing of it was interpreted as His will. In that sense, the concept of pure chance could not exist at all. In a world ruled by an omnipotent and omniscient God, there was no room for chance to exist. (This practice of divining the will of God through the casting of lots lasted well into modern times: in 17th-century England men on death row were often reprieved by such methods, and the lucky ones were given a ticket labelled ‘Life given by God’. Unbelievably, American soldiers were sent to Vietnam in this way – not so much to divine the will of God, as, no doubt, to ease the conscience of their commanders.)

On his travels during the expansion of the Roman Empire, Tacitus saw how the tribes of Germany drew their lots: ‘To divination and the lot they pay as much attention as anyone: the method of drawing lots is uniform. A bough is cut from a nut-bearing tree and divided into slips: these are distinguished by certain runes and spread casually and randomly over white cloth . . . after prayers to the gods and with eyes turned to the heaven, take up one slip at a time till he has done this on three separate occasions, and after taking the three interprets them according to the runes that have already been stamped on them.’ This was the lottery as a system of decision-making.

Despite the fact that this ancient process of divination had little to do with gambling per se, it is here, in these sacred rituals, that the earliest forms of the concept of chance are to be found. It was here that man deliberately embraced, for the first time, what we would now understand as a chance event. Later, individuals brought themselves into this process, by wagering on the outcome, thus no longer just waiting for divine pronouncement, but making the process of divination a more interactive one. It is from this combination of the sacred and the playful that all the oldest forms of gambling are derived. And it is, surely, in the gradual subjugation of the sacred to the playful that the source of the historical antipathy of the Church to all forms of gambling must be found.

The lottery as a game of chance rather than a system of decision-making began to develop in ancient Rome. At the games, emperors threw down parchments on which were written numbers that represented claims on prizes, and it became customary at the biggest parties to distribute gifts to guests by way of a lottery.

As the medieval world gave way to the modern, as orthodox religious beliefs began to be challenged, so the practice of divination gradually retreated and the idea of chance began to emerge in its own right. By the 16th century, lotteries were widespread in Europe, especially the Italian city states, where the merchants used lotteries to sell their wares. The juxtaposition of the medieval and modern is perfectly illustrated in the Parisian lottery of 1572: cash prizes of 500 francs were on offer, but on the winning tickets the phrase ‘God has chosen you’ was written and on the losing tickets ‘God comforts you’. This lottery even received Papal approval, as the promoters were granted remission of their sins.

The earliest English lotteries resembled premium bonds (essentially an interest lottery) rather than the lottery as we recognise it today. Money spent could not be lost and the state would pay back the value of the ticket, plus interest, over a number of years. The lottery of 1711, for example, sold 150,000 tickets at £10 each. Interest was to be paid at 6 per cent and 25,000 prizes were on offer, ranging between £20 and the top prize of £12,000. In all, close to three quarters of a million pounds was given away in prize money. A greater element of chance was gradually introduced. From 1719, only a portion of the tickets were entitled to this annuity and from 1768 the value of all tickets that drew a blank was cancelled. So the lottery gradually developed into a game of pure chance in which cash prizes could be won but also a game in which the stake might be lost altogether.

Inevitably, governments began to latch on to the fact that the lottery was a way of raising revenues by circumventing unpopular increases in taxation. In England, the government has traditionally played the role of the middleman between the pro- and anti-gambling lobbies. The gambling pendulum has continually swung back and forth between liberty and constraint.

The very first English lottery, in 1569, was designed to raise revenues and was presented as a patriotic undertaking by Elizabeth I: ‘A verie rich Lotterie Generall, without any blancks, containing a good number of good prizes, as well of redy money as of plate, and certain sorts of marchaundizes, having been valued and priced by the comaundement of the Queen’s most excellent majestie, by men of expert and skill; and the same Lotterie is erected by her majestie’s order, to the intent that such commoditie as may chance to arise thereof, after charges be borne, may be converted towards the reparation of the havens and strength of the Realme and towards other such publique good works. The number of lots shall be four hundredth thousand, and no more; and every lot shall be the summe of ten shillings sterling only, and no more.’ (my italics)

Lotteries continued to be held in order to boost the state’s coffers, to finance its growing debt provision, and to fund its endeavours: the 1612 lottery helped finance settlements in Virginia; the lotteries of 1627, 1631 and 1689 established London’s water supply; Westminster Bridge was partly funded by five lotteries between 1694 and 1765, and the British Museum likewise from a lottery in 1753 that raised £300,000 (approximately £3 million in today’s money). Between 1769 and 1826 lotteries raised close to £9 million for the Exchequer, thus helping to bankroll England as an emerging power. It might be said that the modern lottery funds the recreational needs of a declining one.

The lotteries proved to be enormously popular with the public. The earliest lotteries were drawn from a specially designed timber house at the great west gate of St Paul’s Cathedral and huge crowds turned up to watch. Later, the lottery was drawn in front of Banqueting House in Whitehall from two six-foot-high wooden wheels. When the wheels stopped turning two orphans from the Blue Coat School dipped into a large wooden box to draw the winning tickets (later the boys had to wear tightly buttoned tunics, with stitched-up pockets, and whilst drawing they had to hold their left hands behind their backs and keep their right hands open with fingers extended to prevent any chance of fraud). The draw would last up to six weeks, with the biggest prizes drawn last, so heightening the tension and encouraging the trading of tickets.

In late 17th-century London, the London Spy gave a good account of the kind of feverish activity that accompanied each lottery: ‘The Gazette and Post Papers lay neglected and nothing was pored over in the coffee houses but the ticket catalogues . . . one stream of coachmen, footmen, prentice boys and servant wenches flowing one way with wonderful hopes of getting an estate for three pence . . . Thus were all the fools in town so busily employed in running up and down from one lottery to another . . . the common people make it a great part of their care and business hoping thereby to relieve a necessitous life, instead of which they plunge themselves into an ocean of difficulties.’

The fear of the ruinous effect on the lower orders and the destabilisation of a rigid social hierarchy were the principal reasons behind the banning of the lottery in both 1699 and 1826. In 1699 it was declared that lotteries were a ‘common and public nuisance’. When they returned a decade later the minimum price of a ticket was £10 – clearly an attempt to price the poor out of the market. Yet whilst the upper classes were over-represented in the winners’ enclosure – the Duke of Newcastle won eleven times in 1711 and the Dukes of Buckingham and Rutland won eight times each – it failed to prevent the common man from playing the game. People clubbed together to buy tickets. Some tickets were bought ‘on margin’ – that is, having only partly been paid for, with the promise of only a share of any proceeds. Speculation flourished: brokers conducted a flying trade, buying in bulk and selling at a premium. People paid more to insure themselves against a losing ticket.

It was entirely understandable that the poor were likely to grasp with both hands the concept of getting rich through pure chance. The belief that people got their rewards through hard work found favour with the aspiring classes – the artisans, the merchants, the shopkeepers and the growing number of professionals. Amongst the poor and the disadvantaged, this belief was less likely to find acceptance. A belief in chance and luck helped reconcile them to their circumstances – and gave them hope of a better tomorrow.

At a time of more rigid social stratification than today, the lottery provoked understandable fears amongst those charged with making legislation. After all, the chances of winning or losing – and therefore provoking social mobility both ways – had nothing to do with simple status or hard work. In 1819 parliament moved that: ‘A spirit of gambling injurious in the highest degree to the morals of the people is encouraged and provoked.’ The national lottery was no longer considered synonymous with the nation’s honour, as it had been, and with Christian values; it was seen to undermine the Protestant work ethic and the meritocracy of a capitalist society. And so in 1826 the last English lottery for 168 years was drawn.

By 1994, England was the only European country, bar Albania, without a lottery. European regulations, though, stipulated that European lottery tickets could be sold in the UK and the spectre loomed large of both huge amounts of money exiting the country and the government losing out on taxable revenues. And so on 19 November 1994, 168 years after the last national lottery had been drawn, Britain underwent what The Times described as the country’s greatest collective experience’ since the end of the Second World War.

The reaction to the National Lottery typified the ambivalent attitude towards gambling that has always existed. The anti-view was espoused, unsurprisingly, by the Guardian, who railed against it on the grounds that it had ‘replaced the circus as the opium of the people’.

Alasdair Palmer went one step further in the Daily Telegraph, taking a moral stance against the winners: ‘An element of struggle is essential to a sense of purpose and sense of worth. Enormous wealth deprives people of both. No wonder so many hugely wealthy people are deeply miserable.’ The Times was more relaxed, urging its readers to have a flutter: ‘The British puritanical heritage persists in finding a cloud before every silver lining . . . But for most of the nation tonight, a man is seldom as harmlessly employed as in fantasy about a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.’

The British public was more in step with The Times than the Guardian or Alasdair Palmer. First-day sales topped £7 million and by the end of the first week the British people had shelled out close to £50 million and most of the adult population – close on 40 million people – had purchased a ticket. By the end of its first operating year Camelot was a bigger cash cow than either Marks and Spencer or Sainsbury’s.

Overnight, had we become a nation of gamblers? The government, and Camelot, were keen to dispel that suspicion. The National Lottery was marketed not as a gamble but as a harmless flutter, a bit of fun, and one that would contribute massively to five good causes: charities, the arts, sport, National Heritage and the Millennium Fund. Slogans such as ‘you play, the nation wins’ brought to mind the patriotic backdrop to the 1569 lottery. Whereas the rest of the gambling industry was under the auspices of the austere Home Office, the responsibility for the National Lottery fell to David Mellor’s much-derided ‘Ministry of Fun’. And whilst the rest of the gaming industry was regulated by the Gaming Board (now the Gambling Commission), the National Lottery had its own regulators: Oflot until 1999 and the National Lottery Commission thereafter. From the outset, the attempt was made to remove the National Lottery, in the public’s perception, from gambling proper.

Of course, it was all nonsense. Playing the lottery is gambling whichever way you look at it. The Rothschild Commission in 1978 gave this definition of gambling: ‘Gambling consists of an agreement between parties with respect to an unascertained outcome that, depending on the outcome, there will be a redistribution of advantage amongst parties.’ In general terms, the embracing of a chance event which leads to a redistribution of monies amongst players or between players and a commercial house is as good a definition of gambling as any. The National Lottery presses all those buttons. In the sense that absolutely no skill is involved, it is one of the purest forms of gambling that there is.

Certainly, the advent of the National Lottery in 1994 increased the propensity to gamble amongst the British people. In the British Gambling Prevalence Survey of 1999, 72 per cent of people admitted to gambling in the previous year, 65 per cent of whom gambled on the National Lottery, so that within five years of the introduction of the National Lottery the number of regular gamblers had increased from 15 million to 25 million.

And there is no doubt that one of the effects of the National Lottery in this country has been the homogenisation of gambling. The lottery, as it always has, remains a regressive tax, with a higher proportion of the total spend on the lottery coming from the poorest socio-economic groups. But the purchasing of tickets cuts across every age group, every class and every ethnic group. Historically, the middle classes have instinctively frowned upon gambling, sneering down from above at the working classes, whom they considered incapable of organising their leisure time productively, and tut-tutting at their social superiors, who they felt should really have known better. Through the National Lottery, the middle classes have been brought into the gambling fraternity – even if they would neither recognise nor admit that playing the lottery is gambling.

Inevitably, the popularity of the National Lottery declined a little after its inception, although in 2005 Camelot posted a remarkable set of figures which would indicate that they have arrested that decline: in 2004–05 the British people spent 4.77 billion on the National Lottery in its various guises. In the third quarter of 2005, Camelot had an 11 per cent increase in sales – its biggest since the inception of the lottery over a decade before.

The argument against the National Lottery, most often espoused by the ‘liberal elite’, is that it is a monument to imbecility and irrationality. The odds are so outrageous (so much so that hardened professional gamblers would never buy a ticket) and the game so lacking in skill that only a fool would play.

And yet, because the National Lottery has few addictive properties, it would seem that it is one form of gambling where the potential upside (however remote the chances of winning) outweighs the serious losses. GamCare, the gambling addiction helpline, records next to no complaints about the National Lottery. The average spend per capita is around only £2.77, making the National Lottery the forty-eighth largest in the world in terms of per capita spend, even though it is the fifth largest overall. It exhibits few properties which the experts regard as being dangerous to potential addicts: the purchasing of tickets occurs within normal daily routines, such as shopping, rather than necessitating special trips to a gambling ‘site’; with just two draws every week, the rate of play is slow and unrepetitive, with no instant gratification (apart from scratchcards); and there is little sense of urgency or excitement as the punter chooses his numbers. Those who play the National Lottery do so for one simple reason – the remote chance that they can win a life-changing amount of money – rather than for the buzz, kick or adrenalin surge that characterises ‘harder’ forms of gambling.

With the proviso that scratchcards, because of their instant gratification, are dangerous, and that the dangers of buying tickets via the internet need regulating (internet sales were up 600 per cent in 2004–05), and bearing in mind that Camelot has been chasing its losses slightly by introducing newer forms of games and bigger jackpots to maintain its market share (as I write, this week’s Euro draw is worth £45 million, odds of winning 76 million to 1), Camelot does seem to have been a genuinely responsible operator. So far they have resisted the temptation to introduce more addictive games such as keno or rapido, which are common elsewhere in Europe. And as yet, in this country, we have witnessed none of the hysteria that accompanies some other European lottery draws.1


In ten Italian cities, for example, a twice-weekly draw occurs in which numbers between 1 and 90 are drawn. In Venice, for 153 consecutive draws between May 2003 and February 2005, the number 53 had refused to show itself. The effect of its nonappearance was staggering: despite the fact that 53 was no more or no less likely to be drawn than before, Italians seemed to lose their equilibrium completely, so that it seemed Orwell’s vision had come to pass. In two years almost £2.4 billion were spent on the number 53 (averaging out at £277 per family). Each time it stubbornly refused to show itself, stories of bankruptcies and even deaths emerged. One insurance salesman shot his wife and son, after racking up huge losses on 53, before shooting himself. Another was arrested after beating his wife out of frustration at 53’s nonappearance. A woman drowned herself off the coast of Tuscany, leaving a note that she had spent her entire savings on 53. It was the worst case of lottery mania in Italy since the number 8 had failed to appear for 201 consecutive draws during the Second World War. Then, Mussolini had been suspected of rigging the draw, so keeping the lottery spend high in an effort to finance Italy’s war effort. The ‘53 mania’ became so bad that a consumer group urged the government to ban the number, to halt the country’s ‘collective psychosis’. On 9 February, to huge relief, it finally appeared, costing the government a payout of £400 million.

Although the National Lottery is considered a form of ‘soft’ gambling, is marketed as nothing more than a harmless flutter and its addictive properties are minimal, the longer-term effects of its reintroduction on the gambling industry as a whole have been far-reaching and are likely to be even more so in future.

The government’s relationship with gambling has been radically altered. Prior to 1994, the government’s attitude to gambling was framed by the Betting and Gaming Act of 1960. By legalising off-course cash betting for the first time in over a century, the 1960 Act recognised gambling as a legitimate leisure activity. But at its core remained the philosophy that the government should not stimulate demand for gambling. They were happy to tax gambling activities, but, almost as if gambling represented something foul and noxious, they wanted to keep it at arm’s length. The reintroduction of the National Lottery in 1994 changed all that. It was easy money. Camelot did all the work and the government could sit back and watch the money – 12 per cent of revenues – roll in. In the first year alone the government received £372 million in taxed income. Now that the activity has proved to be so profitable, the government is hardly likely to throttle back in the future.

The marketing of the National Lottery as a harmless flutter and not a gamble fooled no one – certainly not the gambling industry. Not only was the government cashing in on gambling, and legitimising an activity it had once held to be illegal, it was now seen to be sponsoring, advertising and promoting it.

As a result, the gambling industry began to lobby the government to be placed on the same advantageous footing as the National Lottery. The National Lottery enjoyed massive advantages in terms of marketing and exposure on mainstream television, whilst the rest of the industry operated within an archaic regulatory framework. The government’s position was suddenly at odds with this framework. The gambling industry wanted a level playing field.

Gradually the industry underwent growing liberalisation. The pools companies were allowed to reduce their age restrictions from 18 to 16 and, like the National Lottery, they were allowed rollovers. Betting shops were allowed to stay open later in the summer to cater for evening racing. The casino industry, likewise, negotiated more advantageous terms: people could now apply for membership by post, casinos were allowed to say open longer hours, the number of jackpot gaming machines was increased, and casinos were permitted for the first time to advertise in a limited way in newspapers and magazines. Bingo followed suit: the use of debit cards to fund gambling in bingo halls was permitted, bingo halls were allowed to use up to four jackpot gaming machines, and multiple bingo (played country-wide) had the limits on prizes removed altogether. Across the board, the post-1994 gambling industry was far more liberalised and unregulated than before.

This liberalisation cannot be wholly attributed to the National Lottery, as it went hand in hand with the socioeconomic zeitgeist. But there is no doubt that the government, as a peddler of gambling, was ill-equipped to resist such pressure. The outcome, as we shall see at the conclusion of this book, was the recommendations of the 2001 Gambling Review Body, chaired by Sir Alan Budd. These recommendations, to liberalise parts of the industry and deregulate others, were largely accepted by the government in their white paper ‘A Safe Bet for Success’, which was duly enshrined in law in the Gambling Act of 2005. A decade on from the first National Lottery draw of the 20th century, the gambling landscape was much changed.

Given that Camelot represents the acceptable face of gambling, that its addictive properties are negligible, it seems to me that a small flutter on the National Lottery is an entirely rational choice. John Maynard Keynes, the great economist, certainly thought so. He was in favour of a lottery, provided that it was ‘cheap, fair and frivolous’, which, by and large, it is. And, of course, you can win a life-changing amount of money.

I had hoped – probably out of jealousy – that the lottery winners I would eventually meet would be a combination of gauche, unpleasant and, despite the millions that Lady Luck had visited upon them, deeply unhappy. It would certainly have made a good story. Indeed, there are enough examples highlighted in the popular press to show that lottery riches do not necessarily bring happiness. The outright fear that befell Dolores McNamara after her massive win of £77 million on the EuroMillions in July 2005, a fear that forced her into hiding, was enough to make one wonder whether a win was a good thing. It was reported that she was ‘devastated’. Instead, the couple that I tracked down, Elaine and Derek Thompson, who won £2.7 million on 9 December 1995 (their tenth wedding anniversary), were absolutely charming and seemed the epitome of contentment.

Originally from the north-east of England, they were living in Basingstoke at the time of their win. And although Derek stayed in his job as a general manager with Motorola for a couple of years afterwards, they eventually moved down to Lyme Regis, where they now run the By the Bay restaurant. It is just 500 yards from where Meryl Streep (although I’m told she had a double for fear of high winds) wandered out onto the promontory in The French Lieutenant’s Woman. It is the same distance, down a steep meandering lane, from the house of the author of that book, John Fowles, and it is by chance that I visited Lyme Regis on the day of Fowles’s funeral. Had Fowles still been alive, he might have been a good interloper on our conversation, for the questions of luck, fate, chance or divine providence – questions that Derek and Elaine have repeatedly asked themselves since their good fortune – formed the basis of his other great literary bestseller, The Magus.

Derek was in London on the day of their win watching Newcastle lose to Chelsea. ‘Because of that our routine had changed,’ he explains. ‘Normally, I would buy the ticket, but on this occasion Elaine did, although she still used the same six numbers: our birthdays, and those of our children, and our wedding anniversary and house number. We kept the same numbers week after week because Elaine was convinced that we were destined to win. Funnily enough, she’d told her boss the week before that we would not only win the Lottery, but that we’d win £2.7 million as well. It freaked him out afterwards.’ Why was Elaine so certain? ‘She’s from a lucky family. Her grandfather won the Littlewoods Spot the Ball competition and an uncle of hers won the pools. She just felt we were destined to win.’

When Derek returned from Newcastle’s defeat all the lights were on in the house, which was unusual since Elaine was an early-to-bed person. Then when he walked through the front door he found all the neighbours drinking his prize whisky. His first thought was that Elaine had arranged a surprise anniversary party. Then she told him the news. ‘At first I thought she meant we’d won a tenner or something. When she said we’d won £2.7 million I didn’t believe her. I checked Teletext against the numbers about thirty times and then I just burst into tears.

‘We rang Camelot straight away and they told us that there was still a 1 per cent chance that we would not collect the money, because possession of the ticket was everything. If we lost it between Saturday evening and Monday morning we would get nothing. We spent the next two days absolutely paranoid about losing the damn thing. In the end, I think Elaine stuck it in her bra!

‘I can’t really remember much about the next few days. You definitely get disorientated and lose your equilibrium. I remember the prices at the Waldorf, where we were staying, were so ridiculous that I nipped out to the corner shop to buy our food and drink, and I remember the bank manager asking us if we wanted any spending money to celebrate, and him producing a briefcase with £20,000 in cash inside. Other than that, I don’t remember much.’

They don’t think that the win has changed their lives beyond recognition. They were happy before the win, they say, and they are happy now, although they admit their financial worries have eased. They haven’t been especially extravagant, and the most memorable consequences of the win have been a trip on Concorde with Dale Winton, followed by a meal at Number 10 with the Prime Minister.

The choices of what they did with their money do reflect the fact, however, that Derek and Elaine have a gambling mentality. They put most of it into the stock market at a medium risk level of investment, before using it all to buy a holiday resort and then a restaurant, in neither of which they had any previous experience. They weren’t prepared to let it gather interest in the bank. Their extravagances have been gambling-related – three racehorses, which they placed with the Somerset trainer Philip Hobbs, and four trips to Las Vegas.

Neither Derek nor Elaine is bashful about admitting their enjoyment of gambling, although neither thinks that playing the National Lottery counts as such (Derek calls it a subscription service, using money they are prepared to lose). They are happy to admit to starting a poker school on weekday evenings in their restaurant and encouraging the staff to gamble on how many steaks, say, have been sold in an evening, or how many covers they will do on May bank holiday. They still play the National Lottery, using the same numbers, and Elaine is convinced that they will win again. ‘I had my horoscope read last week, and I was told that we would win the lottery,’ she says.

Their activities in Vegas highlight their different view of gambling and of the nature of chance, luck and fate. As befits someone who believes in horoscopes, Elaine is reconciled to fate – a belief that her future is already predetermined. Therefore, in Vegas, she is happy to play pure chance games that demand no skill, like bingo, roulette and the slots. Derek doesn’t believe in fate and therefore chooses to play games that demand a little skill. Mindful of his lifelong enthusiasm for horse racing, which he inherited from his shipyard-working father, he allocates himself a couple of days at the racing desks. He studies the form, using split times to give himself an advantage. In other words, Derek bets and Elaine gambles.

Their different beliefs in the nature of fate, chance and luck are also reflected in their reactions to the last question I ask them: ‘Why do you think you won?’ For Elaine, the answer is simple: ‘We were destined to win.’ For Derek things are more confusing: ‘It’s a question I’ve asked myself many times. Today, if you met every adult from Cornwall to the Scottish Borders, that’s about how many people were playing on the evening we won. And only three couples, out of all those people, did win. Why us? There is no explanation, really. And yet can it just be put down to pure chance? I feel there must be more to it than that. I don’t know. I can’t understand it.’

Neither Derek nor Elaine is religious. Yet in this simple thought process, I sense that Derek is asking about their great lottery win what most people, at some stage, ask about life. Is everything the result of pure randomness, or is there more to it than that?

The story of the lottery is the story of gambling. It encapsulates the move away from divination, from the belief that God’s design or predetermination (Elaine’s view) can explain every random event, to the concept of a pure chance event (Derek’s view), as we would understand it today. The move from divination to a belief that chance can exist in its own right is crucial to the development of gambling. Without that freedom of thought, gambling, as a commercial enterprise, could not really flourish at all. This secularisation of chance could only occur in a questioning world, a world where science was on the advance and religion on the retreat. And it was in this changing world that the first tentative understanding of mathematics and the laws of probability, the laws that govern random events, began to emerge.


2

CONTROLLING
   CHANCE


‘The odds are five to six that the light at the end of the tunnel is the headlight of an oncoming train.’

Paul Dickson, Washingtonian




Jerome Cardano – doctor, writer, mathematician, scientist and addicted gambler – was born in Italy in 1501, just on the cusp of modernity. His father, Fazio, was a lawyer from Milan and his mother, Chiara, was of lowly stock and described as ‘small, fat, pious and of quick temper’. She tried to have Cardano aborted three times, disillusioned no doubt by the fact that three children from a previous marriage had all died from the plague. His very existence, therefore, owed much to luck and
   chance – two imponderables that Cardano would be much preoccupied with throughout his life.

Cardano was physically backward and decidedly unattractive, born with a cleft chin, thick lower lip and a wart over one eye. He suffered from poor health throughout his life, at various times being afflicted by fluxes, ruptures, kidney trouble, heart palpitations and infected nipples. During his twenties he was sexually impotent. It was possibly his own health that encouraged him in the study of medicine. More likely, his interest in science reflected the fact that he was born just as Italy experienced the first flowerings of the Renaissance – a period when curiosity, investigation, experimentation and demonstration began to break the shackles of mysticism, the occult and religious orthodoxy. This was an age of discovery – Columbus had sailed for the Americas in 1492 – and an age of scientific advance. As a result, explorers, mathematicians and scientists were the celebrities of the day.
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