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For those who choose to walk alone.
And those who don’t.




Preface


Outskirts, Kalgoorlie


MRS WHIPPY’S PINK ICE-CREAM TRUCK STANDS IN THE MIDDLE of the windswept car park playing its sad music. The menu, handwritten in whiteboard marker, says that for three bucks forty you can get yourself a single cone with sprinkles. Four bucks eighty buys you a choc-coated double cone. Waffle cones start at three twenty-five. A large nut sundae is six bucks with your choice of topping. Mrs Whippy also does freshly made coffees and thickshakes and ‘potatoe chips’. EFTPOS is available.


There are worse ways to make a dollar, but business today is slow. Mrs Whippy is sitting in the driver’s seat with her back against the glass. She’s got a tinfoil sun blocker drawn across the windshield, her reading glasses on and a work of popular fiction in both hands. They say distance means nothing in Western Australia, but the car park is a wide, empty expanse. There’s a handful of cars and maybe a dozen people standing at the lookout way over in the distance where a sign on the cage reads: ‘Welcome to the Super Pit’.


Ordinarily none of this would rate a mention, but as it happens Mrs Whippy and I are both standing on a gold mine. They took 738 000 ounces of gold out of the ground here just last year and the scale of the operation is breathtaking. It’s 3.5 kilometres long and 1.5 kilometres wide. Looking down its throat, it’s possible to make out the faint line of trucks carting away the soil, digging a few metres deeper at a time. Each truck sucks in $8 million worth of fuel and $3 million worth of tyres, but from the height of the lookout, they’re little more than ants. A kid with a magnifying glass could fry them to crisps.


Kalgoorlie might not be Western Australia’s first mining town, or first boom town, but the Golden Mile is its Mecca. In 1893, Paddy Hannan discovered 100 ounces of gold in the region of Kalgoorlie-Boulder and set off a good old-fashioned gold rush. Almost a century later, in 1989, Kalgoorlie Consolidated Gold Mines Pty Ltd did what Alan Bond could not when it combined all the small underground gold mines in the area into a single pit. With time, they would scrape and peel back the earth across five square kilometres, sifting the soil to collect gold at a rate of two grams a tonne.


Today the super pit is the second largest open-cut gold mining operation in the country, a gaping wound in the earth 500 metres deep that can be seen from space. No one who goes down the hole is FIFO (fly-in fly-out). Everyone who works it lives in town. The pit poured 16 million ounces of gold in the first twenty-five years of operation, putting food on the table for 550 people who work the site, and generating mail money for its shareholders. Love it or hate it, everyone in Kalgoorlie-Boulder depends on the pit, even as it is slowly eating the town alive. These people, those who don’t work at the mine, are the Mrs Whippys of the world, left to hustle for their slice of the gold rush one three-dollar-fifty ice-cream cone at a time. Then there are the others. The suckers like me who make the long, high-speed burn all the way out from Perth into the middle of the desert to stand atop this hill and gawk.


Checking into a motel on the edge of town, I try talking to the woman behind the counter who wears a curly head of hair and glasses.


‘What’s there to do in Kalgoorlie?’ I ask.


‘Have you been to the pit?’ she says.


‘Yeah, but what else?’


‘Depends what you’re into,’ she says, though her thoughts are written across her face. In an instant she decides I’m asking about brothels, when really I’m asking for the best place to get a drink. I can’t blame her, though. Sex and mining is a cocktail so old, it’s basically biblical. On the American frontier, sex workers were some of the wealthiest landowners around and usually made up the local investor class. Officially there are only two brothels left in Kalgoorlie, but in some parts of town there are sprawling motel complexes where men and women of the night can discreetly come and go as they please.


Kalgoorlie-Boulder is an interesting place in that way. The woman behind the counter at the motel assures me Kalgoorlie is a conservative place. Again, I can’t blame her for the quiet hostility in the ‘don’t go making trouble around here, partner’ kinda way. To pay homage to a sentiment first expressed by Julian Ralph, a nineteenth-century American journalist who wrote about a silver-mining town in Montana, Kalgoorlie has the kind of problems that come naturally to a place overburdened by wealthy men unburdened by families, largely indifferent to public opinion and likely to drink on any occasion. Sometimes bad manners and boredom are helped along by strong drink, which leads to excitement, and that’s when a pair of clenched fists come into play to correct the matter.


Inside the motel room, I sit down on the bed and look around. Stay in enough motel rooms and it becomes hard to tell one from another. There’s the same floor plan, the same carpeting and the same layout. The bathrooms look more or less the same and the lonely staleness is enough to get you wondering what it is you are doing out here in the middle of the desert, alone, after so many kilometres. That’s when you start asking yourself whether it was all really worth it.


To be clear, I hadn’t come all this way to write about Kalgoorlie, though it does make for something of a microcosm with its racial tension and rowdy sensibility. My subject was mining culture and the boom which everyone had declared dead. I had pitched the book knowing full well that I knew next to nothing about the industry. I have never worked on a mine. I am a journalist by trade, which means I have no stomach for an honest day’s labour and a difficult time following instructions. I am also a freelancer, which probably ranks me among the least reputable in the business.


It doesn’t help that I am also a total outsider to Western Australia. I live in Adelaide, which isn’t exactly ‘over east’ as the locals say, though anything further east of the 129th meridian looks east-ish to Perth. Setting out, I knew about as much as most Australians know about Western Australia, which is basically nothing.


And it was for precisely these reasons I wanted to write this book. As an outsider, I have no ideology to defend or local turf to protect. I have no money to invest and no identity to guard. At the very least, it seemed as good a way as any to learn about something that I, and I suspect many Australians, only had a passing familiarity with.


Like everyone else, I knew something had happened way out there in those parts of the country most Australians don’t really pay attention to, let alone visit. My first book, The Death of Holden, chronicled the demise of the Australian car industry across two states with the idea that the end of the factory marked a historical moment in the increasing Americanisation of the economy. In doing so it sketched the lives of those living in and around those communities who depended on car manufacturing and asked what their future looked like. After it was published, it occurred to me that it only told half the story. In writing it, I had been told again and again that the mining boom had been at the root of the car industry’s closure and had hit the rest of the manufacturing sector hard too. While Australia’s manufacturing south was being hollowed out by low-cost imports and a lack of investment, the mining north was getting rich off ore and coal. For many years, the thinking among the policy wonks was that this was just alarmism, or the last gasp of old-world protectionism which was out of place in an open economy experiencing a record period of growth. That changed when Holden died in October 2017 and manufacturing took longer than expected to bounce back from the days of a high Australian dollar.


Like most people, I understood the general narrative arc of the mining boom. It had entered the national psyche through every headline on the evening news and in every stereotype they presented. There were the Cashed-up Bogans, the Chinese Money and the Environmental Activists. Anyone looking for a little more nuance would probably go hungry.


At the other end of the spectrum were the endless reports trying to answer the question of whether we wasted the boom by virtue of numbers. If you cracked this book looking for a dry discussion of the numbers, of export volumes or terms of trade figures, you won’t find it. First, because this is not that kind of book. Second, it’s already been done with somewhat confused results.


When Gary Banks gave a speech on the subject in 2011, he pointed out that the mining industry only reflected about 1.8 per cent of total employment in Australia at the time. On the value of the industry, John Edwards, former board member of the Reserve Bank of Australia, found that for every $100 in value added by the mining industry, state governments took six dollars, employees collected twenty dollars, the federal government banked fourteen dollars, foreign shareholders were paid forty-eight dollars and Australian-resident shareholders were sent a cheque for twelve dollars. On his calculations, the boom was worth nearly $77 billion and Australia banked $39 billion, or less than three per cent of nominal gross domestic product (GDP).


Writing on behalf of the Minerals Council of Australia, Jonathan Pincus, a visiting professor of economics at Adelaide University, disagreed with Edwards. According to Pincus, the total share of GDP held by the mining industry sat at about 7.5 per cent. A third figure can be found in a report from the Grattan Institute in 2012, where Jim Minifie put mining’s direct share of GDP at about eleven per cent and said that, during the nine years following the first bump in commodities prices in 2003, $400 billion was spent across Australia to better extract, process and transport mineral-rich dirt to China.


There are probably other figures too.


Who to believe? Or more importantly, does any of that really matter? Just like any other industry, at any other time in Australian history, most higher-level conversations about mining feel like an exercise in obscurantism. Talk of the boom tends to be directed to those members of the guild, a process which tends to exaggerate how what happened was a relatively straightforward process. As Frank Gelber, Chief Economist of BIS Oxford Economics, explained when I could get him on the phone one morning:


‘Mining is a difficult, hand-to-mouth activity and every now and then there is a shortage which sparks a boom … [This one] was far greater than anything we have ever done before, in terms of sheer quantum. In terms of impact on the economy, I can’t be sure. It absolutely dwarfed other cycles that we’ve had.’


In plain English, what this meant was a shitload of money.


‘If you look at Western Australia historically, it was always one of the mendicant states,’ Calla Wahlquist, reporter for The Guardian, told me from Melbourne while I huddled in my car during a downpour. ‘It was lower on the list than South Australia and Tasmania, just because of the cost of administering services over such a huge distance. Suddenly, you had all this money and the government ran around updating all this infrastructure that hadn’t been touched.


‘It’s not really a downturn either, it’s more a return to normal. We’re not talking about a bust, we’re just not in a massive construction boom anymore. There is still an enormous boom going on.


‘If you treat the boom as a blip, then the general gross kind of evens out.’


Ordinarily, when a single person comes into this kind of dosh, it changes a few things. Just ask any lotto winner. This time it was a whole society and any attempt to paint a portrait through pure numbers lacks the critical element of human experience.


It should go without saying that mining and resource extraction is a human activity; so is the process of generating wealth and its distribution. How people make their living is how they see themselves, how they see their place in the world and how they make sense of what’s around them. As we all know, real life is not lived on an average. Distributions are always skewed. Gains are relative. A three per cent wage rise is experienced differently by someone on $40 000 a year, and someone else on $120 000. Drive from one side of a city to another, and you’ll come to know it at a glance. Some win, some lose and in that game of chance is where this story lies.


What I have set out to do with this book is to autopsy the boom by telling the stories of different people at different levels of society, and how they reacted to a once-in-a-lifetime economic event that, in many ways, re-ordered Australian society. I wanted to know: What was life like before? What is life like now? What happens when a small group of people get a lot of money quite suddenly, are promised it is forever, and then it goes away again?


The setting for it all is Perth, the most isolated capital city on the continent, that mess of freeways knotted together north of the Swan River. Perth has always been shaped by one gold rush or another. Since colonisation, the city has breathed in with every boom, and out with every bust. Whether it was land, or minerals, or the stock market, the depth and breadth of each has determined everything from the length of a jail sentence to the price of beer while entrenching the divide between the haves and the have-nots. At the height of the boom in 2012, Perth was home to 330 multi-millionaires each holding a personal net wealth somewhere over $30 million. Recently, it was said the richest fifth of Western Australian households own almost two-thirds of the state’s total wealth. Perth may not be a hopeless city, but for those who can’t afford it, hope feels just a little out of reach.


To tell this story I have written two kinds of profiles. There are the stories of the rich and powerful, and then there are the stories of everyday people. In writing about the first kind, I made no effort to contact those important enough to have their stories told in the ordinary course of the daily news cycle. There is literary precedent for this in the form of George Packer’s The Unwinding, the work of John Dos Passos and even Charlie LeDuff, whose subjects are always real people. Not that citing any of these is needed to justify my decision on general principles. There are enough reporters who spend their days writing about the lives of the rich and powerful without me joining the pack. As such, their stories as told here are constructed from what was available on the public record at the time of writing. They are not intended to be universal, or a complete telling of their subjects’ lives. Each provides a rough outline to explore a different theme, or angle, whether it be greed, the art of the grift, or the things money can buy. Their actions are left to speak for themselves.


The rest, the profiles of people who showed me their cities, are from people who spoke to me about their lives and drank beer with me. Some of these stories are not about the mining industry or its workers. On first glance, they may seem like they have nothing to do with the subject at all. What might a dead Aboriginal woman who lost her life for $3500 in unpaid fines, a Perth-based pawnbroker and the Holden closure in South Australia have to do with the mining industry? The answer is everything. The business of resource extraction may make up only a fraction of the Western Australian and broader Australian economy, but everything that happens in the state does so against the backdrop of an open-cut mine. Where there is big money, there is the pursuit of influence which shapes incentives and opportunities. There are those looking to cash in and those who don’t see a cent. Those who don’t make their money on the mines are likely making their money off those who do. Economic outcomes shape culture as people react viscerally to things they understand on some level but may not have the education or words to articulate. Relationships break down, re-form and survive. Anomie sets in. Some win, some lose, some never even get a shot to play.


Sketching out the lives of people trying to navigate this world tells us something about a city, a people, a place, a time and maybe even our future.


This is Perth after the mining boom from street level.
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Ben Few


In Transit, Western Australia


THE DAY GEORGIA MCRAE MET BEN FEW WAS ONE OF THOSE small, unlikely moments that happen in the ordinary course of life. It was early high school, way back in 2005. She was the nerdy kid who would grow up tall and clever and beautiful. He was the popular kid who grew broad-shouldered and built like a Viking. According to the movies, it shouldn’t have happened, but then it did. One day they just sat down next to each other and somehow their lives became entangled.


They were best friends from the moment they met until the day Ben disappeared three years later. That was another one of those things that just happened. One day he was there, another student at Glenunga International High School in Adelaide, and the next he wasn’t. Georgi never heard much from him after that.


What Ben never had a chance to tell her was that he was quitting school. He didn’t quit because he was bad at it, exactly. It was more like he had other ideas about life. Ben liked to party in his formative years and, since he couldn’t concentrate on calculus and dangling participles, he figured he might as well do something useful like get a job.


The first job Ben ever had was working at a company servicing the mining industry in Mount Barker, South Australia, one half-hour burn down the freeway just out of Adelaide. The company was a start-up and he was their first employee. He was making $48 000 a year as a warehouse manager and still living at home. Every day he’d take the freeway into the hills to work and loved every moment, though he wouldn’t be there long.


Growing up, his parents had always been in the defence forces. His father was career air force and his mother was a nurse in the army. When she got out, she ended up taking a job as a paramedic in the oil and gas sector making real good money. She hadn’t been there long before she turned around to her son and said to him, why don’t you get a real job? Go make some real money too and maybe get your own place?


Why don’t you come work with me?


Ben thought it seemed like a good idea. Doubling his income to $90 000 a year would be nice. There were things he wanted to buy and stuff he wanted to do. So he put his name down and went through all the processes and, by the end, through some miracle, his resume was placed carefully at the top of the pyramid.


‘It’s not what you know, it’s who you know in this industry,’ Ben says.


The next thing he knew he was flying up to Queensland to his first mining job where the company gave the young man who was barely twenty his own room with his own shower.


The first time he set foot on a site, he thought about how the machines he was working with could crush him in an instant. For a brief moment, he even tried to guess at how much money was being poured into the operation. He couldn’t, so instead he just decided it was a lot.


When the tick-and-flick forms were signed and training was over, he spent the next four weeks working nonstop. Every day was a thirteen-hour day spent on his feet with no breaks. The sun browned his skin and he constantly had blood blisters. When he flew back home after that first swing away, he checked his account. He was pulling about $3200 a week and, when he stopped to add it up, it turned out that Ben Few, the high school dropout, was making around $230 000 a year. As of 1 August 2010, the prime minister was making $353 671.


‘I honestly thought they’d messed it up. I double-checked the next day and it was the normal thing,’ Ben says.


There were hundreds of Ben Fews in those days, if not thousands. Ben can’t remember what he did with the money from his first pay, but he does remember a feeling of having transcended the dollar. Price suddenly did not matter. He could buy anything he wanted from any shop he walked into or any website he visited. None of the anxiety that he used to get managing finance and balancing a budget applied. Everything was possible. Every fifth week for ten months he would fly home with $12 000 in his account and nothing to do but everything.


‘I remember distinctly saying they’re just fun-tickets. Money is fun-tickets, so I might as well have a lot of fun,’ Ben says.


Anything Ben wanted to buy was his. Anywhere he wanted to go, Ben could. For the first time in his life he could afford all the clothes he wanted and all the toys. He had the coloured aviator glasses and the expensive sneakers. If he wanted a good camera, he had it. If he wanted a drone, he could go out and buy one. If he wanted a motorbike, it was his. If he walked into the bank, he wasn’t Ben anymore, he was Mr Few. A door would open and from somewhere out back a representative would walk over, give him a firm handshake and palm him their card. If he ever wanted a mortgage, they said, all he had to do was give ’em a call.


* * *


Eventually he sent word to Georgi, apologising for the radio silence and explaining his circumstances. Mining sure did pay well, he said, but the trade-off was that the company worked you to the bone. The twenty-eight-day roster he was on was known as the ‘marriage breaker’ in the industry. Even with no responsibilities or obligations, it was rough. Never sleeping in the same bed two swings in a row was tiring. Isolation, loneliness and exhaustion had a way of turning a person into a ghost.


At other times, in other places, it had cost people their lives. Up in Queensland, a man called Glenn Newport died on 13 January 2013 after spending the day moving concrete in forty-plus degree heat. In 2016, passengers and crew on a flight from Barrow Island stopped a man from hurting himself. He had been heading home on a swing after working on the Gorgon gas project. In March 2018, the body of a man was found on the Inpex Ichthys liquid natural gas (LNG) plant in the Northern Territory, making him the fourteenth person to have ended their lives on site.


The Japanese have a word for this. They call it ‘karōshi’: death by overwork.


Every now and then, Georgi would hear from Ben. Sometimes it was a call, other times it was a text. Sometimes they came through at odd hours after Ben had finished a shift, or when he had flown back into town. Whenever it was, whatever it was, she would always pick up the phone.


Sometimes they’d even catch up for lunch. Whenever he got back, Ben would race to forget where he had been. The first two days would be spent in a stupor as he slept and recovered. After that he only had two or three days to himself, so those days would be a raging party and the final two would be spent sleeping off whatever his adventures had brought him.


Pretty soon three years had gone by and suddenly they were both turning twenty-one. Ben’s birthday was thirteen days before Georgi’s and he happened to be around for it. Together they went to a nice restaurant where they dined like aristocrats. When she did her sums for her share of the meal, she freaked. She was a university student, studying law. All her life she had done what she was supposed to. She had worked hard at school and gone to university. She worked part-time for a wage to support herself. She was going to be a lawyer and help people. Ben had done none of that. He worked hard, sure, but he had more money than he knew what to do with and made more than Georgi would in the next decade of her professional life.


Whenever he was in town, Ben would bankroll raging parties for his mates, so this dinner was nothing by comparison. He told her not to worry about a thing. After all, she had been there no matter what. It was only fair.


Dinner turned into a visit to the casino. Ben suggested blackjack and Georgi said she didn’t know how to play. He fronted her the $900 on the $25 tables and showed her the ropes. Today Georgi is embarrassed by the memory. To her continued surprise, she even won.


Blackjack then turned into cocktails. The whole of Adelaide felt like it was theirs for the taking that night and what started out as a joke about sleeping where the rock stars slept turned serious when Ben leapt on the idea. He asked Georgi to name a hotel where she wanted to stay and she suggested the Intercontinental because that’s where Guns N’ Roses had stayed when they were in town. Ben dialled up the front desk and asked for their best room. When they suggested one room, he said it wasn’t good enough and asked for better. When they offered another room, he again declined. He wanted their very best, he said and, specifically, he wanted to sleep in the bed where Axl Rose once slept.


Finally, the person on the other end of the phone told Ben that the last room they’d offered him was the best they had, so he took it. When Ben and Georgi got up there, though, they were disappointed. The room had a feel of faded glamour, like it had lived through the rush of the eighties and had grown tired of the persistent hangovers. In the centre was a lounge room with two bedrooms on either side, decked out in elaborate fabrics. One bedroom was bigger than the other with a chaise longue that had been upholstered in a gold crushed velvet. A long time ago, it would have been something to see. Now it just looked tacky.


Ben called down to the bar and asked for their best champagne. It was $100 a bottle, so Ben ordered six. For the rest of the night they ran around the room drinking champagne from the bottle. Like babes in the woods. Ben passed out on a bed in the next room and Georgi fell asleep on the chaise longue.


‘It was a fairytale,’ Georgi says. ‘We had never had that kind of money in our lives and we had no financial responsibilities, really.


‘Sensible adult me looks back at it and thinks, that was disgraceful. We could have done more sensible things with that money but the other side of me thinks that if you’re twenty-one years old and you have that kind of disposable income, then why not have a bit of fun with it?’




Mr BRIC


London, UK


THERE WAS NOTHING PARTICULARLY SPECIAL ABOUT TERENCE James O’Neill who was born 17 March 1957 in Gatley, Manchester. He was the son of a postmaster and spoke with the thick, flattened vowels of the same region which produced rock stars like Noel and Liam Gallagher. In life, most people just called him Jim.


After school, Jim enrolled at Sheffield University because it was close to where his team, Manchester United, played. Between classes he would watch the soccer and drink, but at some point between those two activities he discovered a passion for economics. In 1978 Jim graduated, but he wasn’t quite ready to work, so he enrolled in a PhD program at the University of Surrey. Everyone told him he was crazy. He had all the time in the world to do a PhD after he had a little life experience, they said, but his dad told him that if that’s what he really wanted to do, he should. And so Jim did.


Jim’s thesis was a study of oil prices and the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) from 1978 through to 1981. It involved the kind of slow, careful numbers work that few can stomach, and the job offers started coming in almost as soon as his thesis had come off the press.


His first job outside of academia was with the Bank of America and then with the Marine Midland Bank. After that he was poached by the Swiss Bank Corporation, which made him head of research the same year the Soviet Union fell. Unlike others in the banking and finance sector, Jim O’Neill was cautious. He took the long view in everything and it was possibly this quality that caught the interest of investment banking firm Goldman Sachs when they recruited him in 1995 and put him to work as the co-head of economics. In 2001, Jim would advance by a process of elimination as his co-head, Gavyn Davies, left the firm, leaving him alone at the top.


In September that year, the first plane flew into the Twin Towers and the seemingly random act of destruction would alter the entire trajectory of Jim O’Neill’s life.


Jim had given a lecture in the Towers just days before and when the attack occurred he was on a video-call to New York. When the screen went black suddenly he had no idea what had happened, but the rolling coverage that day played on every single channel. Those he was talking to were safely evacuated, but that period of not knowing, and the scene that unfolded across New York, completely rattled the boy from Manchester to his core. Out of nowhere, a region of the world that had been variously ignored and exploited by the developed world had reached out with its fist to strike at the heart of global financial power. As he would later tell any reporter who came to call, he saw in that moment a need to defend globalisation. Somehow, a way had to be found to include the rest of the world. Globalisation could no longer be a shorthand for Americanisation, he said, and so Jim reached for the tools he best understood.


He pored through his spreadsheets, churning through the data to find a different way of looking to the future. In the process, he picked out four countries for closer analysis: China, Russia, India and Brazil. At first blush, there was nothing to really connect these nations. They shared no culture, or language, or geographic location. They didn’t make similar goods and were in different stages of economic development with vastly different political systems. What they did have, Jim noticed, were lots of people, underdeveloped economies and governments that were looking to take their place on the world stage.


The more he looked, the more Jim the number-cruncher could see the potential. That many people rising out of relative poverty all at once would push consumption so far it would forever rewrite the face of the world economy.


It wasn’t a new idea by any stretch. Developing economies grow over time and the concept that rising economic powers would challenge the status quo had been around in the social sciences since the Cold War. In the world of high finance, however, no one had ever taken the developing world so seriously before. Jim was the first to run a fifty-year projection and make the radical suggestion that the future of the whole world may lie in the east on Goldman Sachs letterhead. His report even went so far as to suggest that ‘world policymaking forums should be reorganised’ in recognition of the trend.


It was around then Jim felt he was really on to something special, and so did his boss, Lloyd Blankfein. The only question was how to package it for consumption by sophisticated investors the world over who counted among Goldman Sachs’ clientele. What they needed, Blankfein knew, was a snappy acronym to help sell the idea as a bold insight about the future. Blankfein’s original suggestion was to call the group of four countries the ‘CRIBs’, with China at its head as the largest economy. Jim thought that was too condescending. Instead, he offered up BRICs as an alternative. A month after September 11 the report Building better BRICs was published for wide circulation.


Under any ordinary circumstance, that would be the end of the story but Jim O’Neill discovered a law of the universe that day: reality is whatever enough people with enough money decide is real. What started with a drip turned into a torrent. For those Goldman Sachs clients who had been trying to sell emerging markets as a wise investment, Jim’s report seemed to justify everything they had been saying. Other investment banks might have waved off his insight with a shrug, but two years later in 2003 Jim’s research team put out a second paper expanding on the idea and declaring that the BRIC countries had the potential to be bigger than Jesus.


‘If things go right, in less than 40 years, the BRICs economies together could be larger than the G6 in US dollar terms. By 2025 they could account for over half the size of the G6. Of the current G6, only the US and Japan may be among the six largest economies in US dollar terms in 2050,’ the report’s executive summary read.


‘The list of the world’s 10 largest economies may look quite different in 2050.’


Companies across the world were globalising their supply chains and looking at the prospect of shifting their manufacturing operations to China. Some were even speculating about what a wild growth in Chinese domestic consumption may bring. Smack bang in the middle of it all came Jim’s report from one of the world’s biggest investment banks. The thinking went that developing economies were setting up a resources ‘super-cycle’ and the sheer scale would make commodity prices ‘stronger for longer’. Jim O’Neill had shown them how to sell it.


Naturally, Goldman Sachs tried to trademark the BRICs label, but their lawyers told them they couldn’t. Pretty soon every investment bank in the business started cashing in on the brand, setting up investment funds targeting developing world economies under the label BRICs. As more work was done, people began to realise that making cars for the Chinese middle class needed copper from Brazil and iron ore from Australia. It took about another year for that realisation to dawn Down Under. In May 2004, Tim Goldsmith of PricewaterhouseCoopers put out a report picking up on the trend as it applied to the Australian mining industry.


‘The global market capitalisation of the mining industry as at March 2004 has doubled over the last 18 months and now stands at US$390 billion. This is due to a number of factors, including the impact of a significant increase in demand from China. Hopefully we are seeing the start of the first mining boom of the 21st century!’ Goldsmith giddily wrote.


Others, however, refused to buy into the idea. BRICs was arbitrary, Jim’s critics said. What about those other economies? South Africa would eventually be included in the acronym but what about Korea? What about Mexico? Why not include them in this assortment of nations that were about to redefine the world?


The critics’ pleas, however, fell on deaf ears as the leaders of China, Russia, India and Brazil saw in the BRICs label a certain sense of moral authority. On paper, the optics of the BRICs brand were attractive. Here were countries that, for the most part, were considered poor, broken and, occasionally, threatening by western powers. Now they were getting their due in being crowned future power centres by an American investment bank working off the ideas of a British economist, and they were determined to take advantage of the endorsement. In September 2006, the leaders of these nations met on the sidelines of the UN for talks. On 16 June 2009, they made their meetings official with the first in a series of intergovernmental summits.


Along the way, they decided to open a bank. Floated by $100 billion in reserve currency divided into one million shares, the New Development Bank was the first financial institution created by the developing world for the developing world. Its logo was the möbius strip, a mathematical concept designed to symbolise the idea of continuous transformation, a constant change driven from within. The bank’s mission was to help finance and support projects in the developing world where there weren’t the resources available to do so by organisations like the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.


Real money made for real BRICs. And with that the legend of Jim O’Neill was made. From then on, his words were repeated around the world as those of a wise sage who had foreseen the rise of China. He was an oracle of the spreadsheet who had peered into the numbers and told the world how to get rich, if you bothered to listen.


By then, what was good for China had become good for Australia. The nation of then 1.6 billion people looked to the stable island continent in the south to supply its minerals. After five years of strong mineral demand, Treasury would advise Treasurer Peter Costello in June 2007 that the boom was here to stay, according to advice obtained under Freedom of Information by journalist Paul Cleary. From then on, every time an economist spoke about China, they were speaking the language of Jim O’Neill. When a business leader spoke to their shareholders about the resources supercycle and Chinese demand, the spirit of Jim O’Neill was summoned to the room. Whenever another politician got on the stump about free trade or the future of the economy by talking about the importance of China, they were citing Jim O’Neill of Goldman Sachs. As Jim himself was fond of saying, every day China produced another Greece, and every day that new Greece needed a mountain of Australian iron ore.


* * *


It took just six years for Jim O’Neill to go from a lone voice in the wilderness to having the whole world come to him. What was good for the BRICs, it turned out, would also be good for Jim’s career.


Jim had a certain knack for networking. Once, in 2004, he had paid £160 000 to play tennis with Tony Blair at the prime minister’s residence. It was this innate talent for positioning which saved him as 2008 brought on a global financial meltdown and a potential rewriting of the world order he had become an integral part of. The world was drowning in debt and, as the consequences ricocheted in unpredictable ways throughout the global financial system, everyone suffered, even the BRICs, when their consumption began to slow.


Goldman Sachs had been at the heart of the storm, earning it the wrath of Rolling Stone journalist Matt Taibbi, who famously described the firm as ‘a great vampire squid wrapped around the face of humanity, relentlessly jamming its blood funnel into anything that smells like money’. With its investment arm implicated in selling the same junk mortgages and dodgy financial advice that wiped billions from economies across the map, Goldman Sachs was looking for a change. Jim O’Neill, who had spent his life in the research and marketing divisions of the company, had survived the apocalypse without any of the taint. He was a sober, likable number-cruncher who had spied the rise of China before anyone else and, in doing so, had made the company a lot of money. He could be a safe pair of hands.


So Goldman Sachs crowned Jim O’Neill by putting him in charge of the $800 billion Asset Management division with a mission to invest in developing economies. Jim responded by doing what he did best: cheerleading developing world economies as lands of treasure. China, Jim told the press around this time, was a nation of deep pockets with more money than it knew what to do with. It was big enough and hungry enough to singlehandedly pull the whole world out of recession. The world, Australia included, clung to the promise of hope.


Things didn’t exactly turn out that way. One by one the BRICs economies weakened and fell away. In the end, there was just China, which grew twice as fast as any other member of the club, though no one who was paying attention to the country really knew how accurate the numbers were. China might be growing strong, but the economic data coming out of China had always been somewhat fuzzy, making any clear assessment of the situation more a rough estimate than verifiable science.


Before long, Jim had moved on to other projects. He tried getting other acronyms off the ground, representing other loose collections of fast-moving economies. After BRICs there came MIKT and MIST and MINT. These chopped and changed countries as vast and different as Mexico, Indonesia, South Korea, Nigeria and Turkey. None stuck. Eventually, even the whole idea that simply investing in a developing economy was going to guarantee a fat return for shareholders started to unravel too. Under Jim O’Neill’s leadership, the Asset Management division didn’t perform as well as expected and, when he left, it had made $854 billion, less than what it was making at its 2007 peak of $868 billion.


That was the year 2013, and the year Australia’s boom ended along with Jim’s career with Goldman Sachs. He was going out on a high, he told reporters, and was leaving simply because he wanted to do something different. A year later, he could be found haunting the halls of power in the UK, until Prime Minister David Cameron gave him a job chairing a commission into global antimicrobial resistance. It was his first experiment with public policy and with it he became yet another Goldman Sachs man to enter the public service, one so wealthy he later offered to work in Cameron’s ministry for the cut-rate price of free.


All that networking did, in fact, pay off. Jim O’Neill, the postmaster’s son from Manchester, was given a title and became Baron O’Neill of Gatley. In 2015, when Goldman Sachs quietly shut down its BRICs investment fund because it had been steadily losing money, Jim was appointed to the position of Commercial Secretary to the Treasury and given the special project of overseeing the ‘Northern Powerhouse’ project. It was a bold plan which aimed to expand the north of England economy so the country wasn’t dependent on London. It was an important project and, some might say, even a necessary one, but a scheme he would never see through. Mr BRIC, the man who had invented the acronym and went looking for China to defend the global financial system from attack, would end up out of a job in the wake of Brexit. He had come down on the ‘remain’ side in that vote, but when the vote came back in favour of leaving the European Union, his patron David Cameron fell on his sword. Cameron’s successor, Theresa May, would keep him on for a while, but O’Neill would be the first member of her government to quit over fears that she wasn’t truly committed to the Northern Powerhouse project.


Jim O’Neill had foreseen what no one else did. Maybe he got lucky, or maybe it was in fact skill, but even a working-class boy made good couldn’t overcome the churn. Where once the whole world had come to him, it quickly moved on again without much of a second thought.




Dom Macheda and Pete Miskiewicz


Midvale, Perth


DOMINIC MACHEDA AND PETER MISKIEWICZ ARE SITTING around a bar, shirtless, nursing a beer and talking about nothing in particular. It’s a weekend and they’ve been working on a car all afternoon. It’s also hot, even with the sun going down. Up on the wall, the whirr of an industrial-strength fan blows a cool stream of air that cuts through the evening heat. An old neon sign on the wall behind the bar declares the back patio of Dom’s Midvale home ‘Dom’s Bar’. He got it with the pool table, he says, but it no longer turns on. Since they’ve been in this place, Dom’s added a woodfired pizza oven, a walk-in fridge and an outdoor industrial kitchen that his wife, Vicky, doesn’t like to use because she prefers the one inside.


‘You want a beer?’ Dom asks.


I do, I tell him, and the old man climbs off his stool and walks over to the walk-in fridge with the bowed legs of a concreter who has spent a life on his knees. He comes back with three beers which he places in stubbie holders before passing them around. He sits back down on his stool at the middle of the bar.


‘So you want to talk about the mine?’ Dom asks.


He sits in the middle of the bar, his place marked in the wood with a soldering iron. He is sixteen going on sixty-four, he says. His family had come out from southern Italy in the fifties after the war. His parents had known what it was like to live with nothing and were tight with their money. They learned how to grow tomatoes and build greenhouses and made a good life in Adelaide at the end of the world.


Back in Adelaide, he had a concreting business but, after eleven years and nothing to show for his hard work, things soured with his business partner. One day, he turned to Vicky and said he wanted to go somewhere else. Vicky, a nurse, thought about it for a while and decided it was a good idea. The choice was either Perth or Brisbane, and because they had family out west, they settled on Perth.


With the decision made, Dom packed a bag one morning and climbed into his work truck before heading overland to get things moving. He followed the proud highway out of Adelaide and across the Nullarbor, wondering if he was doing the right thing uprooting his family. Sixteen hours a day on the road in a car alone sure gives a man time to think about that kind of thing, Dom says.


At the far end of the bar is Pete. He’s thirty-nine and from a different world from Dom’s. He was born in the west to a father who was a crim. His old man was the eldest of nine in a Polish–German family and had copped the brunt of the abuse at home. It forged a man for whom crime was just another testing of the boundaries. Robbery was his old man’s thing, mostly, though he was never any good at it. He couldn’t fight his way out of a wet paper bag, Pete says.
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