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I would like to dedicate this book to two of my uncles.


To the memory of ‘Honest’ Bob, an old Sydney SP operator (we think), and to his courageous brother Geoff, a racing man, the finest I’ve met.




PREFACE


In 1984, popular gentlemen’s magazine Penthouse Australia landed a one-on-one interview with controversial bookmaker and entrepreneur Bill Waterhouse. ‘Big Bill’ was deemed so fascinating to the Australian public the magazine’s bosses set aside no less than seven pages to run the scoop. The Waterhouse name has always demanded extra column inches.


Bill had given many colourful interviews over the years, but this one would end up being, by a wide margin, his best. It was special for two reasons. First, it was wonderfully executed. Penthouse hired brilliant, non-conformist journalist Phillip Jack (his byline for the piece was PD Jack) to ask the gambler questions about his unusual life. The second reason had to do with timing. The interview was published just four months before a fixed horse race in Brisbane splashed mud all over the Waterhouse name and changed the clan forever.


Street smart and unafraid, Jack was renowned for his investigative stories on business, finance and crime. He had also been a celebrated foreign correspondent for the ABC, covering conflicts in the Middle East. For a more timid scribe it might have been a daunting assignment: at sixty-two Waterhouse was no spent wit, and his ego remained large though it was true he had been telling people he was professionally tapering off. Bookmaking was not the thrill-a-race occupation it was when he was in his prime.


He was still taking bets part time: he never really considered leaving his job because it was the pastime he enjoyed most. And he was still winning. The veteran liked to point out that most leading bookmakers only lasted five years on top, while he had spent twenty years as Sydney bookmaker-in-chief. Now, he was enjoying a partnership with his son Robbie Waterhouse, a smoother but no less ambitious version of his old man. The press called them: ‘The Waterhouses: Royal Family of Australian Betting’. In 1984 Business Review Weekly estimated the family’s net worth was $30 million.


A tall man, Bill Waterhouse owned a regal posture, as the world could see whenever he strode toward his betting stand on Saturdays. His hands were the heavy anchors of long limbs, swaying easily. His gait would have seemed athletic if not for his knock-knees, a symptom of being extra large. At the time of the interview Waterhouse looked a decade younger than his sixty-two years. Much of his slicked hair still shone black under the lights of his cluttered North Sydney office and his face, a little fuller than it had been in his rollicking middle years, was holding up well against time. His eyes were not weary. Fortunately for Penthouse, Waterhouse outmatched journalist PD Jack only in bulk. The reporter was at least the bookmaker’s intellectual equal and was unlikely to be deferential, due to his many years of reporting experience.


When they met, thirty-seven-year-old Jack instinctively played on the older man’s ego. ‘It must be a good life you’ve got,’ Jack said cheekily. ‘Going out to the races every Saturday to stand in the sun while people fall over themselves to give you money.’1


Like a teased terrier, Waterhouse bit. ‘You’re wrong there, son,’ he said. ‘Pathetically wrong. People will say to me at the racetrack: “Look at it – you can’t possibly lose on this race.” Whenever I hear that I shudder, because they don’t know what they’re talking about. That’s the race where you’re going to get your teeth knocked right out of your head. Racing is a really hard, tough business – tougher than any other. I know. I’ve been in a lot of things in my life, and there’s nothing to compare with racing for toughness. But there’s more money in racing than in any other business. It’s bigger than BHP and that’s why I’m involved in it.’


And so the conversation galloped away and rarely slowed. Filled six more pages. Waterhouse seemed to revel in the psychological jousting and relaxed his language so that it allowed the reader to not only understand him but the life he was living. He even gave rare commentary on criminals trying to fix races, along with underworld figure George Freeman.


Jack added later to his transcript in brackets that when Waterhouse mentioned Freeman’s name he ‘leaned forward’ and spat it out ‘like the bitter seed of an apricot’. Tension could be read between the lines.


Late in the conversation, PD Jack produced his ace. ‘Why do you keep going? Power?’


‘Fuck that,’ Waterhouse said. ‘Money does give you power but I’m not looking for power … I’m not going to let some of these twerps carry on and take my money. It’s not the money, it’s the principle.’


The answer was his motto.


After the interview, a Penthouse editor asked PD Jack what he made of Waterhouse. Jack wrote this: ‘Waterhouse is quite an ordinary bloke – in a way. He has normal tastes, drives an old Cadillac, which was a present to him, works hard in not very plush offices, is friendly, cracks ordinary jokes, bullshits like everyone else in the racing game, and gets offended when you ask dodgy questions. He doesn’t seem to have tags on himself. He disparages some of his colleagues as cheats and Johnny-come-latelies, yet displays affection for others. Interviewing Bill is a lot like betting: you’ve got to ask a lot of questions for the occasional payout, and while you may get the odd jackpot, there is the inevitable feeling that there’s a lot left in the bag.’


Though his family had been prominent in Sydney since the previous century, Bill Waterhouse was initially famous for his exchanges with cash-loaded, adrenaline-pumped punters during the boom racing carnivals of the 1960s. His fame bordered on infamy when he was subsequently stopped by officialdom from working at the track in the early 1970s; it had to do with making unofficial bets. The backing of Sir Frank Packer helped get him working again. After that tumultuous period it was Waterhouse’s relationships with all types of powerful people that inspired constant curiosity; most talked about was his association with the long-serving New South Wales premier, Neville Wran.


By 1984, Waterhouse seemed to have moved beyond being accused of malpractice. But he still occasionally bobbed up on the front pages of newspapers. Most recently, he had been named in a politician’s corruption probe. Deputy Leader of the Federal National Party Ian Sinclair had alleged Waterhouse and another businessman once offered to arrange for fraud charges against him (Sinclair) to be dropped in exchange for money. A Special Commission of Inquiry was held and Waterhouse was exonerated. Sinclair’s claims, made under parliamentary privilege, were entirely rubbished by a judge. Political beat reporters chased Waterhouse for his reaction. They found him at the airport, stepping off a flight from West Germany. ‘There’s a saying in racing which I commend to Mr Sinclair,’ Waterhouse told the press. ‘Good mugs don’t tumble, good sports don’t grumble.’2


Cute phrases aside, Sinclair’s discredited accusations must have stung: Waterhouse prized his reputation above even money. He could admit to cutting corners to get what he wanted, but he could not stomach being labelled a crook.


Then the Fine Cotton scandal – one of the best-known and fiercely contested in sporting history – caused Bill and Robbie Waterhouse, despite their unending protests of innocence, to be warned off racecourses for longer than it takes for murderers to serve their stretch. During the father and son’s indefinite disqualification, the gambling industry would undergo a metamorphosis more radical than anyone could foresee. How could they ever make it back even if they were allowed?


The Australian press and news filmmakers stopped relishing Bill Waterhouse’s folklorish past and started reporting a ‘dynasty in crisis’. By 1985, doom – the end! – was predicted for the Waterhouses. It was a mistake easily made, but only if you did not know where the family had come from, what motivated it, what held it together, what caused it to fall apart then ultimately put itself back together again – and throughout all of it the value of what was at stake.


Thirty years have passed since Fine Cotton, and the family has changed as much as the industry it inhabits. Robbie’s wife Gai is now the clan’s most recognisable figure. Then there’s Tom – Robbie and Gai’s son – a character refined by the wealth bequeathed to him, whose heritage this book traces through the racetracks and courthouses of Australia.


In researching this story I went looking for the shared trait of these kin that enabled them to recover from setbacks, thrive and reappear in high society. Can the lust for success and everything that goes with it – ambition, discipline, ruthlessness, self-belief – be passed down through generations like hair colour and complexion? There are too many differences in personalities to reach that conclusion. Do assets shape character? Over time, they do. The Waterhouses liked to talk about loyalty being important but was naked loyalty essential to success? Was it a quality passed easily along the line? The answer is no: there are some Waterhouses who have been banished by the core, never to be spoken to again. Money can be the glue that binds a family but it can also be the gelignite that blows them apart. The only unquestionable constants in this tale are the money in the bank, and the air the Waterhouses breathed (and are still breathing), for the stage of this play is also the star: Sydney. Citizens of ‘Sin City’ are the most prolific punters in this betting-crazed nation. The Waterhouses’ luckiest break came right at the start, when their forebears just happened to take up residence in the perfect place on earth to spruik odds for a profit, legally and otherwise.


Paul Kennedy, 2014




PART ONE


BUILDING A FORTUNE




CHAPTER 1


IN THE BLOOD?


The Waterhouse name has been the Siamese twin of betting in this country for living memory. It is impossible to understand one without the other. Critical to both their successes, what really nourishes them, is another key partnership – gambling and organised sport. Australia is to punting what the United States is to the Olympic Games: an undisputed and long-reigning world leader.


The nation’s first official sporting event was a horse racing carnival in 1810 and it happened not far from where the Sydney Harbour Bridge would one day be built. The course was Hyde Park and the races were staged over three afternoons in October. There had been impromptu match races before in the colony but nothing as organised as the race meeting to be staged by soldiers from the 73rd Regiment, who had arrived in Australia from India in 1809. Lieutenant Colonel Lachlan Macquarie, the fifth governor of New South Wales, granted permission for the event. He believed some sporting entertainment would buoy the population’s morale. Tree stumps were grubbed, a track was made and it was decided the horses would be raced clockwise to suit the topography, a running direction that would become the long-standing signature of racing in New South Wales.


The city’s population of 6000 swelled when the races were on. People came from far and wide, from Parramatta, Prospect, Seven Hills and Hawkesbury, to join the fun. The grandest function was the Subscribers’ Ball, attended by the most elegant folk, including Governor Macquarie and his wife, Elizabeth.


The less cultivated sections of society didn’t go without. Cockfights and a boxing match kept the buzz going between the horse races, which were hugely successful by all measures. Australia’s love affair with organised sport had begun.


The government-approved fun did not last. Within a decade, Governor Macquarie had banned racing. Wagering had soured his view of the sport. He wrote in a letter in 1819, which was published by the Sydney Gazette: ‘The amusement of horse racing has degenerated into a system of low gambling and dissipation.’ Racing was made legal again within a few years but authorities would struggle with the ‘system of low gambling’ from then on. Some people in the community, including ministers of religion, considered it potentially destructive to individuals and corrupting to racing participants.1 Those concerns were valid. But it never caused gambling to become anything other than extremely popular.


The Waterhouse name predated horse racing in Australia. Henry Waterhouse was a midshipman on the First Fleet in 1788. He was the eldest son of English gentleman William Waterhouse, and a trusted colleague of Governor Arthur Phillip.


The present-day bookmaking Waterhouses claim Henry Waterhouse as their celebrated forebear, a man of prestige, accomplishment and high seas adventure. They talk of his pioneering spirit with equal helpings of relish and flourish. One yarn stands above the rest for drama. In November 1789 the first settlers captured an Indigenous man called Bennelong. They took him to the new settlement at Sydney Cove so Governor Phillip could learn more about the native customs and language. Bennelong was intelligent and charming, and took easily to life in the company of strangers. But in May 1790, he escaped. Several months later Governor Phillip and Henry Waterhouse were among a party of men who saw Bennelong at a whale feast in Manly Cove. They tried to greet him but there was a miscommunication. An Indigenous man speared Governor Phillip in the shoulder. He screamed for Waterhouse to extract the weapon, which he did. A grateful Governor Phillip survived. Waterhouse colourfully documented the incident in his notebook, a valuable record of the colony’s beginnings.


Henry Waterhouse’s naval career spanned many years. One of his best-known assignments was to inspect Norfolk Island for possible settlement. Another was to sail to the Cape of Good Hope to buy stock for the colony. Among other supplies, he bought sheep. The return voyage was typically stormy, but more than half of Waterhouse’s live cargo survived to reach Sydney in June 1797. These were the first merino sheep in the colony.


Waterhouse relocated back to England in 1800, ambitious to be promoted and eager for further naval commissions. He would go on to achieve the rank of captain but succumb to illness and die in 1812. He was buried at Westminster cemetery.


In truth, there is no proven ancestral link between Captain Henry Waterhouse and the modern bookmaking Waterhouses.


Henry Waterhouse never married, but had an illegitimate daughter, Maria, who was born in 1791. Baptised at St Philip’s Church, Australia’s oldest Anglican parish, she was later taken to England where she lived a long time and died childless in June 1875. So how could the bookmaking Waterhouses be related to Henry?2


In his autobiography, What Are The Odds?, Bill Waterhouse wrote that Henry fathered two children, not one. He claimed the second child was named Thomas Waterhouse, who fathered two children, Ann and Thomas. It was this Thomas, born in Sydney in 1810, who was Bill Waterhouse’s great-grandfather.3


It is difficult to ascertain what actually happened, as there are both facts and grey areas in this incredibly complex story. Thomas Waterhouse (born 1810) is certainly Bill Waterhouse’s great-grandfather. Also, it is true Thomas Waterhouse had a sister Ann (1808–1830). Both were born in the colony. But who was their father? Was it Henry Waterhouse’s second illegitimate child as Bill Waterhouse claimed? Did Henry Waterhouse father an illegitimate son? If so, there was no mention of a baby boy in any correspondence. Nor is there any baptismal record.


Henry Waterhouse wrote a will, probably while Maria was very young. In it, he left everything to his father, William Waterhouse. William provided for Maria, his granddaughter, in his will. No other illegitimate children are listed in the will. Henry, a prolific letter writer and diligent diary keeper, never mentioned a second child. Would he not have shown some care for another offspring, as he had for Maria? There may be some obscure reason for Henry to have kept the existence of Thomas a secret, but it seems highly unlikely.


So who were Ann and Thomas Waterhouse? Where did they come from? There were no baptisms listed in records for Ann and Thomas Waterhouse up to 1830 in New South Wales. There was, however, a record of Ann’s burial in 1830. She was twenty-two.


The ‘General Musters’ (census) of New South Wales for 1823–25 listed an Ann Waterhouse and a Thomas Waterhouse, aged seventeen and fifteen. Both were listed as being born in the colony, children of ‘Mrs Jones of Sydney’. But when Thomas Waterhouse died in 1884, aged seventy-four, his parents were recorded on the death certificate as Thomas Waterhouse (a farmer) and Mary (Howe). Therein lies the claim that Thomas was from Thomas, who was from Henry.4


According to official records, the only Waterhouse in the colony in 1807 and 1810 when Ann and Thomas were born was Benjamin Waterhouse, who was born in 1788, and arrived in Sydney in 1806 on the Fortune. He died in a boating accident in around 1818.5


Not all Waterhouses believe Captain Henry Waterhouse was one of them. Bill Waterhouse’s estranged son David says the link to Captain Waterhouse is a fantasy. ‘He [Bill Waterhouse] was running with the story that he was related [to Henry] but no way in the world. It’s really built up a lot of steam in the last twenty years. Before that it was just a bit of a joke. It’s just ridiculous.’


David Waterhouse insists Bill Waterhouse paid an expert in the 1960s to search for evidence. ‘My father was getting a little bit of publicity then, not a lot, but a little bit, before his big gambling,’ he says. ‘The research came back negative.’6


The twenty-nine-page report was by a ‘BJ Dowd’, written in August 1966. It stated: ‘If such a connection exists the records available in the various archives do not appear to sustain that view. My conclusion is that no legitimate relationship exists to Captain Waterhouse.’7


Why does it matter? Perhaps it does not, save to give a fuller picture of the family’s beginnings. Wanting an heroic or adventurous or winning ancestor does not diminish a family. Who doesn’t want the genetic hand-me-downs of a special someone? Wouldn’t that make your genes special, too? Although, these days Australians are just as chuffed to find out their relations were convicts – champion self-starters, rebels and renegades, the lot of them. The desire to claim Henry Waterhouse as a forebear is understandable, for much of his work in the colony was admirable. Even the fathering of an illegitimate child was not an almighty knock against his character, because he subsequently took responsibility for Maria. In some of his correspondence, he gave the impression he loved her dearly. If he did father a son and neglected to provide for him, then that would be less charming. Regardless, whenever most of the bookmaking Waterhouses have talked about their ancestry they have beamed with pride at the mention of Henry.


The Henry Waterhouse claim has featured in almost every ‘Waterhouse dynasty’ story published or broadcast since the 1980s. While it has rarely been doubted, it’s never been proven.


It was not as if these Waterhouse descendants were hero-less. The boy ‘Thomas Waterhouse’, born in 1810, accomplished extraordinary feats. At seventeen, he began working at Henry Cooper’s Timber Yard at Darling Harbour. Uneducated and unbridled, he later became a prosperous timber merchant and entrepreneur, and owner of the Greengate Hotel in Killara on Sydney’s North Shore. He had thirteen children with his wife, Lucy, another person of note. Thomas and Lucy were the foundations upon whom ‘Sydney’s Waterhouses’ built small fortunes as captains of business on the North Shore. When Thomas Waterhouse died in 1884, the family published a dignified note in the Sydney Morning Herald, which read, ‘Beloved and respected by all who knew him.’ His money and land (his estate was valued at 3260 pounds) went to his children, who were making reputations running pubs and ferry services, and other enterprises.


One of the beneficiaries of Thomas’s will was his fifth son, Charles (Bill’s grandfather), a shop and livery stables owner. He and wife, Matilda, had eight children (one died in infancy). Charles and Matilda later divorced, triggering a family split. Charles took the sons and Matilda the daughters. An ultra-marathon legal argument over assets lasted until Charles died in May 1919 and beyond. The stoush led to a case before the New South Wales Equity Court that ran from 1914 to 1945, a gift to Sydney’s lawyers, a burden on the brimming Waterhouse bank. It was the first of many legal stand-offs within a clan seemingly unable to settle internal disputes any other way.
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One of Charles Waterhouse’s children was Charles Hercules Waterhouse, born in 1876. He was the family’s pioneer racetrack bookmaker, first operating in 1898. Almost ninety years had passed since the first racing carnival at Hyde Park. By now betting on thoroughbreds was a national pastime, for good or ill. Prosperity resulting from the various gold rushes in the 1850s had meant substantially more leisure time for more people to attend sporting events, and more money for betting – gambling had well and truly become an integral part of spectator sport.8


By Charles Hercules Waterhouse’s time in the late 1800s and early 1900s, Australia’s devotion to sports and betting was widely recorded in literature. CJ Dennis wrote in ‘How We Backed the Favourite’:






I know nought of racing. The task I was facing,


It filled me with pain and unreasoning dread.


They all seemed so certain, and yet a dark curtain


Of doubt dulled my mind … But I must keep my head!9








Visiting American author Mark Twain told a tale of the Melbourne Cup in 1895: ‘Everybody bets, and gloves and fortunes change hands right along, all the time … Day after day the races go on, and the fun and the excitement are kept at white heat; and when each day is done, the people dance all night so as to be fresh for the racing in the morning.’10


Bookmaking was not a glamorous job. But it was a time of change and excitement: an Englishman adventurer, Robert Sievier, had just revolutionised the trade by making it fun and entertaining. Sievier was highly educated and an experienced traveller. He had been to Southern Africa, where he fought in the Xhosa, Zulu and Basuto wars, and later performed as an actor in Dublin, London and Bombay. He was a born gambler, who often lost all his money at cards and racing. In 1882, Sievier was in Italy when he decided to come to Australia. (It was later speculated in the press he had fled from the Italian police.) He first arrived in Adelaide and started bookmaking like no other.


He went on to alter the perception of bookmakers. He brought in some glamour. The controversial Englishman was the first bookie to wear a big money bag and holler his odds. Within a year, after sensational appearances in Melbourne and Sydney, he had won £70 000 from customers, who affectionately called him ‘Good Old Bob’. He was working in the only industry where you can become popular by taking money away from the working man. Metropolitan newspapers would tell stories long after he was gone. Sievier didn’t make himself popular with his fellow bookies, mainly because he was pinching much of their business. Chaos ensued when he turned up in the Sydney ring at the Randwick Spring Carnival in 1882. He was showing them up.11


Charles Hercules Waterhouse was no Robert Sievier. He was a moderate betting man. His gift to bold bookmaking was his children. Charles and his wife, Elizabeth, had four: Charlie, Betty, Jack and Bill. It was Bill who would prove himself a Sievier-like groundbreaker, destined to harness what was passed down to him, and inject it with temerity, determination and cunning: all the ingredients for making cash and controversy.




CHAPTER 2


LOOKING UP AT THE BRIDGE






Behold the Arch of Wonder


With sunset all aglow


When sea and sky bring heaven nigh


And tides eternal flow;


O Bridge of Light to greater height


Thy call shall ever be


Where beauty dwells and casts her spells


In Sydney by the sea.


Song for the Bridge, HE Horne, 19321








Bill Waterhouse belonged to Sydney. From the start, the bridge looked over him and he looked over it, and in that way the city’s crowded story was also his. He was born in 1922 and spent his baby and toddler years on his parent’s fruitful farm at Naremburn, near North Sydney. He lived the rest of his childhood with his father, mother and siblings in the family pub at Milsons Point. Construction on the nearby Sydney Harbour Bridge started and finished when Waterhouse was still a boy. For many years, he had the pleasure of seeing the Australian sky change colour at dawn and dusk through a growing jigsaw puzzle of steel beams. The unbelieving child watched the bridge take form: the arches, with massive cranes perched atop, edged closer together as if by magic. Arising from the Depression, the bridge was a symbol, a promise of better times. To spend the 1920s under the bridge was to witness a reformation.


Bill Waterhouse’s parents ran the Imperial Hotel (Charles Waterhouse continued being a bookmaker throughout this period but the hotel was his primary business), selling liquor to the thirsty workmen and renting beds to their tired foremen. In these circumstances, young Bill witnessed a daily human drama. The workmen toiled on the ‘bridge project’ all day and night for many years. Some labourers died on the site. But most of them thrived. They had tired but satisfied faces and strong arms. They were healthy and happy because they were at work. This was Bill Waterhouse’s playground and classroom.


Three-quarters of a million people attended the bridge’s grand opening on 19 March 1932. A reporter from the Sydney Morning Herald who chartered a light plane to fly over the city noted that the outer suburbs were strangely empty.


The opening had followed a ‘Bridge Week’ celebration: a ‘high society’ function hosted by the Lord Mayor and Lady Mayoress of Sydney, balls, garden parties, pageants, bridge and car parties, cocktail teas and suppers, and theatre and picture nights. In the lead-up to the ribbon cutting ceremony, 52 000 students from 194 schools were allowed to walk across the bridge, urged on by teachers who had been officially told to ‘keep the children on the move without unduly exciting them’. A ‘Message of Goodwill and Congratulations’ had travelled from country New South Wales, via schools, whose principals signed the document and passed it on like an Olympic torch until it reached its destination. On the big day, Francis de Groot almost spoiled the fun for the stressed organisers by riding a borrowed horse and slashing the ribbon with his sword, declaring the bridge open ‘on behalf of the decent and loyal citizens of New South Wales’, upstaging the official ceremony to be conducted by Premier Jack Lang. Unceremoniously dragged from his horse and confined in the bridge ‘toll-house’, de Groot was eventually fined five pounds for offensive behaviour.2


There were dozens of floats. Men and women dressed impeccably, as if the Depression was over. As always, Bill Waterhouse was in the crowd, seeing and feeling events that would stay with him forever. Like so many others, he thought the party would last. It did not. He thought his parents’ tap would never run dry. It did. The huge workshops at Milsons Point had started closing at the end of 1931, so the Waterhouse hoteliers’ booze and rent boom was over before de Groot slashed the ribbon. What was once a hive of activity was now a bleak wasteland.


About three shiploads of machinery and material had been removed. The main workshop, called ‘one of the greatest in the Empire’, was totally demolished, its parts to be reassembled at the construction company’s base in Middlesbrough, England. Difficult months lay ahead but the Waterhouse family could hardly complain. The Imperial Hotel had been generating regular cash flow for a long time while the rest of the city suffered. For most of the population, living conditions had deteriorated as the Great Depression set in. All over Sydney, unemployment replaced industry. The state’s financial crisis worsened. The ‘Arch of Wonder’ was not paved with gold.


Typically, for the publican family nearest the bridge, tougher times caused no tears. Always pragmatic, the clan resolved to do whatever it took to make money. They started selling liquor illegally: sly-grogging. Many decades later, Bill Waterhouse spoke for the family when he explained this decision in an ABC documentary: ‘I don’t break the law for fun,’ he said. ‘If you’ve got to live by selling liquor after hours, that’s what you’ll do – you break the law. But you’re not doing anything at all which is drastically illegal or wrong. It’s a question of survival.’3


By the mid-1930s the Waterhouses were well organised in their Imperial Hotel sly-grogging. The chances of being raided by police were there, even if some officers could be persuaded to look the other way. As a boy, Bill Waterhouse used to shadow the police on their patrols, to see whether they were on the way to his parents’ joint. This was not a foolproof alarm: occasionally, the hotel was sprung by the law.


Charles and Elizabeth Waterhouse had a valuable freehold licence so they were not obliged to sell any particular beer brand. Big breweries tried unsuccessfully to buy the licence. Bill Waterhouse later suspected disgruntled companies secretly prodded authorities to crack down on his family’s post-six-o’clock swill trade, instilling in him a suspicion of authority early on. PD Jack commented to him in the 1984 Penthouse interview: ‘You seem to have had your share of run-ins with “Them” – the system.’


Waterhouse’s reply was revealing: ‘Yes, you’ll find that in life, “Them” is a very real figure. “They”, if you like, are the authorities who run that little game you’re playing. I remember as a kid in the pub at North Sydney, every Christmas the local police would call round. I remember Mum working to get things right – little presents like a bottle of Scotch, and putting up with their ways. I didn’t like that. Never have.’


Bill Waterhouse was wising up. With a prominent anti-authoritarian bent now influencing him, he would start thinking about how to make his mark in such an environment: not surviving, thriving.




CHAPTER 3


TRACK PIES AND MONEY LUST


If the Waterhouse cash was not being made from the sale of grog, it was being made from gambling. Imperial Hotel profit was supplemented by the profits from Charles Waterhouse’s long-standing bookmaking business. Having first ‘fielded’ (a racing term for officially taking bets at tracks, with a money bag and visible odds to promote the fact) in 1898, Charles was now a veteran, if not a giant, of the trade. His sons Charlie and Jack had followed his lead and were now, as young men, also taking bets. As is usually the case, the next generation was bolder than the ones responsible for giving them life.


The third son, Bill, would turn out to be the chanciest of the lot. He debuted at the races in 1938 when he was sixteen, working as his father’s ‘penciller’ (writing betting tickets, the profession’s most junior position) at Moorefield, a popular pre-World War II track. Bill was still a schoolboy – North Sydney Boys High – and was not about to toss in his studies to become a full-time bookie. At first, his work at the track was on a casual basis. With its bustling, over-indulging crowd prone to bursts of mass commotion, the place seemed like an adult fun park. The teenager was hooked as easily as a coastal bay flathead.


From that moment, possibly even before, Waterhouse held the belief that every man wanted to gamble. He considered it a natural, unarguable urge and his experiences in the ring would never contradict that theory. As a boy becoming a man he saw older people gazing up at his father and the other bag slingers. The punters were fingering cash and wondering only how much to put on. The faces of those strangers expressed anxiety or hope, or both.


Waterhouse would remember that first day vividly for a long time. A lasting memory was the sight of his father paying out after each race. The son had thought his dad was losing but at the end of the day, Charles Waterhouse was in front by up to ten pounds. Young Bill was amazed and thrilled. The bookie can win.


Strangely, it was the tuckshop attendant who delivered to Bill Waterhouse another important lesson. The lad loved pies, so he went to buy one. He knew what they were worth: threepence. That’s what they cost everywhere else. It was a shock when the seller at the track charged him sixpence. What? Bill reluctantly paid the money, still thinking there had been a mistake. He decided to investigate by standing by and watching other people purchasing pies. Sixpence. Sixpence. Sixpence. There had been no error. The humble pie was valued at double its regular price simply because it was being sold at the track. And people were paying without blinking. Waterhouse later said, ‘It’s the most peculiar thing how your mentality reacts to these things. It’s a different world on the racecourse. You’ll find the person that watches a dollar off the track: on the racetrack he loses all sense of the value of the dollar. The dollar becomes paper money and that’s just paper. It drops down and becomes nothing.’1


The teenager realised you could make something from that ‘nothing’. He would soon learn his compatriots’ passion for punting was infinite.


Melbourne newspaper doyen Keith Dunstan, one of the country’s best ever columnists and a lover of racing, wrote for The Australasian Book of Thoroughbred Racing in 1974: ‘Australians adore racing more than any other people on earth. That sounds like an absurdly extravagant statement, but let me give you some evidence. Even though we have cut down, there are still 600 race clubs in Australia and 464 racecourses. No other nation can come remotely near those figures.’2 France had 265 courses, England 64. Dunstan offered two explanations. One: the historical need for transport by horse. Two: betting.


‘We are a country of immigrants, a country of young people, a nation of escapists who had gambled to come here in the first place,’ Dunstan mused. ‘The immigrants had thrown off the old restrictions and they looked to Australia to make them rich. Furthermore, every boat had its load of Irishmen, and what Irishmen could ever resist a bet? Even now, nigh on 50 per cent of racegoers tend to be Roman Catholics. The Roman Catholic Church did not condemn gambling; it looked upon it as the working man’s pleasure. The bulk of racegoers were semi-skilled workers and labourers; this was their hope for sudden riches.’


When Bill Waterhouse started pencilling for his father, Charles Waterhouse had been forty years a bookie but never a gambler. There is a difference. A non-gambling bookmaker counts the ways he can engage the punter without placing himself in peril. He guards against losing the lot. His muscles tighten at the thought of rising turnover because he fears peril; he wants to come back next week. The only big risk Charles Waterhouse ever took was selling alcohol illegally. In his regard for chance, he was the opposite to a maturing Bill.
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By the late 1930s, the Waterhouses were changing their bookmaking guard, with a beefed-up new presence. Charles Hercules Waterhouse had lugged his satchel through middle age and into his sixties. He was winding down and his sons were taking over. Bill was accepting more responsibility – promoted to become his father’s ‘clerk’ (otherwise known as an assistant bookmaker) he was involved in performing all tasks, including taking bets. His older brothers were more advanced in their careers. They had moved quickly to take out their bookmaking licences. Bill had not yet decided whether he wanted to become a full-time bookie but Charlie and Jack had committed themselves to the betting ring.


Charlie had registered as a bookmaker in 1937, having been a clerk since 1931. As well as making an impressive book, Charlie was well known for eating ice creams and for being enormous. Photographs of him are rare. The Sydney Morning Herald once called Charlie the ‘forgotten Waterhouse’. ‘Talking to those who knew him, a picture emerges of Charles Waterhouse as a big, gentle man,’ the newspaper published in 1986. ‘Old drinkers at the Imperial still remember the day Charles was placed in charge of the Imperial’s cellar. The fellow tapping the keg didn’t know what he was doing and sprayed beer right across the room. Charles, who didn’t suffer fools, gladly hit him over the head with a pallet.’3


‘Big Charlie’ was not ashamed of his obesity. He apparently used to say to mates, ‘Listen fellows, there’s no love like a fat man’s love.’ Ironically, he was not a big bookmaker, preferring to take smaller bets.4


The racetrack bookmaking profession has always been tiered, with the position of the bookmaker’s stand a reward for seniority and success. At Royal Randwick, the ladder to the top had many rungs. In those days, the rookie bookmakers were forced to work on the provincial circuit before graduating to metropolitan races. On being granted a spot at Randwick, the bookie would be assigned a position on the Flat (centre of the track). The next rung up was the St Leger Reserve (at the 400-metre mark). A bookmaker would have to serve another one or two years in the ‘Leger’ before winning a position inside the Paddock lawn enclosure. Beyond that, a well-performed and willing bookmaker would be challenged to enter the ‘main ring’. Finally, after serving another long stint, he would graduate to the Rails: the big time. There were more than 100 bookies in each space but the Rails, right in the centre of all the action, within sight of the finishing post, hosted the duelling that inspired gambling romanticism. This is where the collective bookmaker made his name as the character of intrigue and daring, handing out rich hope to the hopeless, trying to fleece the easy money from reckless gentlemen and lure the last dollar from the mug under pressure of a sudden financial downfall. Hardly another profession, whose aim it was to defeat others, could boast the celebrity of the bookmaker.


In the 1930s bookmakers had started taking bets on more and more races, including interstate. A bookie called Arthur Browning was a breaker of new ground and had become the leader of the interstate ring in Sydney. Bill Waterhouse keenly watched him, among others.


Browning was born and educated in Sydney before going to England to attend a finishing school. He toiled with a career in wool classing but had a fonder attraction to the turf; he liked bookmaking. He loved punting. When he returned to Australia he started his half-century reign as a ‘dashing bagman’.


Like Sievier a half century before him, Browning recalled his observations of the ring on his arrival from the United Kingdom. ‘Sydney bookies bet only on the major Melbourne races and punters had to go to the Harold Park trots to bet on the Melbourne Cup.’ He decided to introduce betting on everyday Melbourne programs such as the Flying, the Handicap and the last race. ‘The last in Melbourne was particularly popular with Sydney punters, who tried to recover their losses when the local meeting ended.’5


But betting on interstate racing had its dangers. The system, particularly in those early days, was susceptible to interference by people in positions of influence and temptation. In 1939, the scandalous ‘Harry Solomons Affair’ took place. Solomons was a racing radio broadcaster in Victoria with 3XY. He was also a gambler heavily in debt. With careful consideration he had plotted the ‘Great Phantom Race Call Swindle’ to help pay his way out of trouble. Solomons was calling the races at Ascot. There were three other radio stations covering the meeting. The runners of the Berkeley Welter Handicap were about to jump at 5.05pm when Solomons attempted to execute a betting coup. He arranged to have the wires of his rival broadcasters severed before the race began. One of the rival broadcasters was the ABC, which released a statement about the cutting of wires the next day. ‘Normally we cross to the racecourse just a few seconds before the barrier is lowered,’ stated the general manager. ‘On Saturday the usual announcement was made, but there was no description from the course. A gramophone record was then played, and a later announcement was made that a technical difficulty had arisen.’6


Solomons continued to talk through his uncut radio wires to the listeners of 3XY about the horses still preparing for the race. He talked about them being delayed behind the barrier. His description of the scene concentrated on a gelding named Buoyancy.


‘And the reason [for the delay] is Buoyancy,’ he told listeners. ‘Buoyancy has played up very badly at the start, a very, very poor exhibition. Patience is a virtue and … ah … they’re just about ready.’7


This was the signal to those in the know to back that horse. In reality, Solomons was of course watching Buoyancy, ridden by the great Scobie Breasley, win the race easily. Later Breasley stated he knew nothing of the plot.


The radio man then went ahead with a phantom race call, which – of course – Buoyancy won again. Money had been placed on the winner all around the country, at country tracks and through SP (starting price) services. A lot of bookmakers were caught out. If they were listening to the Ascot races through another radio station and heard only silence, they rolled the dial until they inevitably found the voice of Solomons. Informed betters had roughly a minute and a half to have their way with the unknowing bookies. Investigations followed. By Monday evening Solomons was arrested and charged by police. He skipped bail and was later found in Suva, Fiji. He served six months locked within the bluestone walls of Pentridge Prison.


Not all bookmakers were fooled. Charles Waterhouse, who was fielding in Sydney, lost no money at all. He sensed something was amiss when the commentary on a neighbouring bookie’s radio went dead. Bill Waterhouse watched this happen. It was another lesson from the track. He was forever taking mental notes of this world of strange happenings. This was his finishing school.


Even as an assistant, Bill Waterhouse had fallen for the work. He was now helping his father and brother Charlie. And it did not matter whether they were in the Leger (not as highly rated as the Rails, a bit like being off-Broadway) or at a knockabout picnic meeting. Betting was betting, money was money and the chance of winning was thrilling. In fact, country races gave him equal shots of pleasure and experience. Just as a cadet reporter writing for a local newspaper gets a faster education covering courts, politics, crime, car crashes and fiftieth wedding anniversaries – the lot – than a one-beat city journalist, so does a regional wannabe bookie learn more quickly about his craft in the intimate setting of the local race meeting. In these settings, Bill was allowed by his bookmaking family elders to take more responsibility. In turn, he liked to explore the boundaries of bigger wagering.


It was about this time, as the 1930s gave way to the 1940s, bookmaking felt so naturally easy to Bill Waterhouse, he became convinced the profession was in his blood, as if it were a genetic condition. Practically, it helped that his father was a bookmaker. Charles had taught his sons the fundamentals. But Bill Waterhouse’s success would not come from genes, rather a commitment to do it well. He was prepared to work diligently. He was intellectually and emotionally well suited to the business. Later in life he would often be asked about his passion. In television interviews he would pause for effect – suck on his smoke and exhale … before saying, ‘I was born into a bookmaking family, a racing family. From the time that you become aware of the facts of life – I became aware of the fact that I was in a racing family.’8


Despite this feeling, he resisted applying for his own licence. In fact, although he worked part-time at the track from age sixteen, he would not operate his own stand until he was in his early thirties. He spent the in-between years balancing his lieutenant bookmaking with other social and professional adventures.


After graduating high school, Bill Waterhouse had entered university, firstly as an arts student, then to study law. He decided to become a barrister. Why he initially chose a legal career over full-time betting is hard to fathom. He later explained it was because he thought his father wanted him to be a lawyer.9 His family’s case before the New South Wales Equity Court, involving the dispute over Bill Waterhouse’s grandfather’s estate, was ongoing. Money was still being spent on legal help by both sides of the quarrelling clan. Did Charles want his son to be trained up to win the trial, now entering its fourth decade? That would mean he was factoring in the dispute lasting many more years, while a law degree was attained.


Maybe it was simpler. Perhaps, as an ambitious young fellow, Bill Waterhouse was looking for more prestige than came with gambling for a living. Was his burgeoning ego short-circuiting his decision-making?


Whatever the motivation, it would not be strong enough to keep him away from his plainest desire. In the end, making books would give him more goosebumps than reading them.




CHAPTER 4


SLY-GROGGING


In August 1942, as World War II crept closer to Australia, bearing upon a tiny New Guinean village called Kokoda, Charles Hercules Waterhouse died in Sydney from an abdominal infection. His youngest son, Bill, was nineteen.


Along with other strict teachings, Charles Waterhouse had taught his children to be loyal and band tightly together in crises. Now was such a time for three grieving sons. None of them served in World War II. Charlie was too big, Jack failed entry-level testing and Bill successfully applied to avoid it. He had been a volunteer with the Sydney University Regiment but got out after his father’s death, taking a ‘short leave of absence’ to help run the hotel, which was an essential service. It is difficult to know whether Bill Waterhouse copped any flak for not serving in the military. His book, What Are The Odds?, gave no suggestions of any white feather moments and offered no statement of regret.1
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