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Only judges, their associates 
and the 9ddly-named tipstaffs 
find their way to these rooms. 

Words Peter Barrett 
Photography Simon Schluter 
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The fates of countless murderers, gangsters and other 
miscreants are sealed in rooms such as this one, a Supreme 

Court judge's chambers in William Street. As well as 
deliberating on whether (and for how long) to send criminals 

to prison, the court's 38 judges use their chambers to write up 
rulings and judgements, prepare for upcoming cases and don 
the robes, collars and wigs required of them in court. 

The rooms are hidden away from the hubbub downstairs 
in a network of quiet corridors decked out in red carpet with 

a fleur-de-lis motif; portraits of grave-looking, bewigged judges 
who have served the court over its 156-year history stare 

sternly from the walls. 

No one is allowed here other than the judges themselves 
and the small team of people who support them: each judge 
has an associate (a kind of legal assistant) and a tipstaff, who 

controls the practical procedures of the court, including the 
swearing in of witnesses and jury wrangling. 

From their chambers, judges can move easily into any 
of the main building's 16 trial courtrooms unseen, by means 

of stairwells leading to private doors that open behind each 
I 

judge's courtroom chair. 
These are the chambers of Justice Paul Coghlan, who 

arrives here at Barn and leaves at 6pm, taking home material 
to deliberate on most nights. Along one wall of his chambers 

is a dark oak bookshelf: frilly strips of leather hang down to 

protect the books and.catct, dust but many of the shelves 
are empty, casualtie;.oMhe cl'igital age. In place of leather
bound volumes is a collection of glassware and two Papua 

New Guinean woven baskets. Decorating the high ceiling 

information 

is an elaborate pink and green rosette from which hangs 
a seven-globe chandelier. 

Beside Justice Coghlan's jarrah desk (actually a dining 
table in disguise), a wooden wardrobe is jammed with robes: 

black for civil cases, a red version worn in summer for crime, 
and a rabbit fur-lined red set for winter. The judges are usually 

reminded by email when to swap robes for the season. 
Then there's the rest of the court regalia - cummerbund, 

jabot (a removable collar) and a handmade horsehair wig, 

which sits on a wooden stand. A Lonsdale Street outfitters, 

Ludlows, sends tailors to new Supreme Court judge 
appointees to measure them for robes and wigs (when they 

haven't received hand-me-downs); wigs can cost anywhere 
from $2500 to $4800, depending on the style. 

Like most judges, Justice Coghlan has decorated the 
room with his personal effects. There's a Turkish kilim rug 

on the floor, etchings and paintings waiting to be hung, and 
silver trinkets that he has hunted out over many years at the 
Camberwell trash and treasure market (he collects spoons 
and silver miscellany, pictured). A Louisville Slugger baseball 

bat inscribed with Justice Coghlan's name rests on a stand; it 
was a gift, when he Was appointed judge, from his son, who 
lives in the States. "It appealed to his sense of humour," says 

Justice Coghlan. "A couple of the tippies got together and 
made the stand for it." 

He is also the only male judge to bring in flowers for his 

chambers. "Life as a judge requires you to be pretty objective 
- totally objective, really," he says. "It's nice, therefore, to have 
some things around you that are personal." 
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Photography James Geer Right Weekend Hussler with his owners (left to right) 
Prue Troedel, Sue Rush, John Cummins, Neil Skinner, 

John Bath, Gigi O'Donoghue, Marilyn Moloney, 
Wendy Stewart and Linda O'Connell. 

You don't have to be a millionaire 
to own a racehorse (but it sure 
helps.). By Peter Barrett 

Suddenly there is a thump. "This is the bit 

I hate," says Sue Rush, watching nervously 

as her champion racehorse lashes out at 

the stable walls with a violent kick of his 

hind legs. The four-year-old has clearly had 

enough of this morning's photo shoot. And 

you don't argue with an animal worth millions. 

Rush is one of 12 owners with a share in 

Weekend Hussler, a gelding who in just one 

year won more than $3 million. A Hawthorn 

Rotary Club member who was given a share 

in the horse as a surprise present by her 

solicitor husband, Rush has so far spent her 

winnings on a three-week African safari and 

presents for her grandchildren, including 

a trampoline. "But it's not really about the 

money," she says. "Most of us know each 

other and get along really well. We're in it for 

the joy of it and having a good time." 

We meet Rush and the other owners in 

early October, in a quiet moment before the 

noise and drama of the spring racing carnival. 

Hussler is a little nervy, perhaps aware there 

are great expectations on his shoulders (the 

Melbourne Cup is sometimes mentioned in 

his presence). Even at this early stage of the 

campaign, Weekend Hussler had already 

done so well in the preceding year that 

people in the racing industry were calling 

him a "freak", destined to become the best 

racehorse since Kingston Town. 

Hussler's trainer, Ross McDonald, whistles 

and claps to shoo the horse away frorn the 

railing he has started gnawing; the owners 

retire to a nearby cafe in Malvern to tell 

their tale. It turns out that of the 12, the four 

men - John Bath, a mobile lender with the 

Commonwealth Bank, and three friends in 

the stonemasonry trade, John Cummins, 

Neil Skinner and Tim O'Connor - had owned 

horses with the same trainer before. The 

eight women, who know each other from 

Camberwell's Saint Dominic's Catholic 

Church and Hawthorn Rotary, were relative 

novices - all were bought shares as gifts 

by their husbands. 

"We used to go to the races with my 
' father years ago - to Flemington, perhaps 

in race week - and that was about all," says 

Prue Troedel. "But it's just the most amazing 

experience. The comradeship of the other 
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owners and even getting to know about 

horse things - it's amazing. It's been a big 

learning experience." Indeed, a life-changing 

one. Aside from finding themselves battling 

with their husbands for the form-guide over 

breakfast. the "Hussler-ettes" (as some of 

the ladies call themselves) have become 

minor local celebrities. 

"The guys in the deli down at Camberwell 

Market won't even have a bet on (the horse) 

because they don't want to jinx it," says Rush, 

who has also distributed Weekend Hussler 

caps to her local butcher. "It's sort of a Phar 

Lap story, isn't it?" 

Thoroughbred horses trace their blood 

lineage to three Arabian stallions that 

lived in Britain around the turn of the i8th 

century. Years of selective breeding have 

produced horses endowed with speed, 

agility and a highly-strung temperament. 

Today, a thoroughbred with aspirations to 

win Group One races (the most prestigious 

and richest races) is likely to set you back 

about $200,000. At only $80,000, Weekend 

Hussler seemed like a bargain. (As far as 

bargains go, though, the thoroughbred 

gelding Takeover Target takes the cake. Since 

Oueanbeyan taxi driver Joe Janiak bought 

him for $1250 in 2003, he's won more than 

$5 million in prizemoney.) 

Trainer Ross McDonald, 63, has a rugged 

face that betrays 30 years in the business. 

Three years ago, he was at the William Inglis 

Premier Yearling Sale at Oaklands Junction, 

a few kilometres north of Melbourne Airport. 

He and his son, Clinton, looked at about 

400 horses that day but one young horse 

caught their eye, the 15-month-old son of a 

stallion named Hussonet and a mare named 

Weekend Beauty. "I liked the way he walked, 

I liked his conformation (bope structure and 

proportions); he just looked like he could run," 

says McDonald of Weekend Hussler. 

McDonald approached some owners of 

horses he trained (a few of whom passed up 

the opportunity) and the syndicate began to 

take shape.,lt to.cik six weeks .for the young 
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Weekend HussleF to be broken in:· where "he 

learned to take a bit in his mouth, to stop, 

turn and to tolerate someone sitting on his ➔ 





back. Then he was sent to the spelling paddock for a year to 

mature before returning to the McDonalds (Ross and Clinton 

are helped by Floss's wife, Margaret). The horse-breaker's 

report had simply read, "He's the real deal." 

McDonald started Hussler for the first time in country Sale, 

in August 2007, where he ran fourth. He won his next five 

races and over the following year won a staggering seven 

Group One races, netting about $3 million. The money came 

at a great time for first-time horse owner Wendy Stewart, who 

has used some of her winnings to help pay off her mortgage 

and fund a daughter·~ wedding. "It just appears in your bank 

account," says Stewart. "You get a note saying Racing Victoria 

has deposited $18,000." 

Every racehorse owner dreams of filling his or her walls 

with photographs of their horse crossing the finish line first, 

but no matter how good the breeding or the pedigree or 

how much money is lavished on their ~nimal, there is no 

guarantee of millions in return - or, for that matter, of even 

making a profit. The numbers are sobering. Of the 18,500 

foals born in Australia each year only 14,000 are "named" 

(registered to race). Of these, 12,000 make it out onto the 

le'rl with Surefir 
g a racehorse is liki! b 

ttslotto ticket," he ~ys. 

racetrack. Only 9000 will win any prizemoney; of those, 

many will never win a rac·e. In the 2006-07 season, about 

20,000 of the 31,000 horses running went without winning a 

single race. About 10,000 earned nothing. Only 581 horses 

(1.8 per cent) earned more than $100,000 in a year. There are 

responsibilities, too, that good owners won't shy away from 

- such as what happens to the horse once its racing days 

are over. In an industry fuelled by gambling, horses quickly 

turn into commodities and there is little incentive to care 

about stocks that don't perform. 

Balwyn restaurateur Charles Ventieri promised himself 

as a child that he would one day own a racehorse. After 

selling his uccessful concreting business five years ago, 

he suddenly had his chance. He bought his first horse at the 

2004 Magic Millions sales (one of the premier thoroughbred 

racehorse auctions, held every January on the Gold Coast). 

It cost him $700,000. Ventieri sold the horse relatively soon 

after, for a profit, and since has spent hundreds of thousands 

ot dollars on. other horses in Australia and New Zealand. But 
,I. •• ,_ .. • .. 

success on the track ~-particularly a Group One win - has 

eluded him. "Buying a racehorse is like buying a Tattslotto 

ticket. If you're lucky, your number comes up. Let's say ➔ 



I'm nowhere near getting a return on my 

investment at this point in time." He remains 

philosophical and says if he truly regretted 

becoming involved he would have bailed out 

two years ago. "I think the wheel eventually 

does turn - you've just got to be in that right 

moment. I'm following my dream. A win 

is around the corner." 

The father of two at one time owned eight 

racehorses but now only has three, including 

one trained by David Hayes and a three

year-old filly named Surefirerose trained by 

John Salanitri at Caulfield. Each costs him 

about $25,000 a year to train, feed and agist. 

Costs start at about $22 a day to feed 

and water a racehorse. That figure rises to 

$65 a day when it's being prepared for a 

campaign. Expect another $1000 to $2500 

per year in vet bills (routine blood tests, post

race saline, vitamins), $100 per chiropractor 

visit, dentist fees (at $70 per visit), float-hire 

(say, $180 from Geelong to Flemington), 

strapper fees on race day ($80), new shoes 

(about $350 a month), magneto pulse, 

therapy ($50 per week), swimming fees 

($60 a month), a couple of new rugs a year 

($200) and a once-a-year clip ($88). In all, 

an average city-trained horse is likely to set 
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"It would be magic 
to get a horse with 
a bit of ability but it's 
almost a pipedream 
these days." 

Whatracehorsescost 

• • $ ' Training fees 65 per day 
Agistment $18 to $28 per day 
Vet $1000 to $2500 per year 
Shoes $350 per month 
Bridles and gear $2 to $5 per day 
Rug $100 
Vitamins $2.50 to $4 per day 
Insurance $:2000 per $50,00.0 of value _ •. 
Track gallops $10 to $20 each 
Total cost (including other fees 
not mentioned) $30,000 a year 

you back in the region of $30,000 per year 

- before anything untoward happens. 

If your horse doesn't turn out to be a 

roarer (with a collapsed larynx) ii may be 

prone to colds, flu or other throat conditions; 

tendon strains, muscle strains, sore legs, 

boils or arthritis; it may damage itself 

frolicking in the paddock, get kicked in the 

spleen or jump out badly in a race; or it 

could chip a knee or break a sesamoid bone 

(found each side of the fetlock or ankle). 

The latter means the horse's racing career, 

and usually life, is over. 

As one long-suffering owner advised: 

"Each time you pay a bill, imagine you're 

putting your cash straight in the bin." 

At Yarra Glen Racecourse, in the foothills 

of the Great Dividing Range, a small crowd 

of owners braves the clear, brisk morning to 

assemble at the track. Their horse, a four

year-old gelding named Harlequin Storm, has 

just finished track work and trainer Angela 

Fleay brings him over for a pat. "Harley," 

as he is known affectionately, was born at 

Carol Stuart's Stormberg Stud in Heathcote. 

As a foal he had half-white and half-black 

hooves (hence the name Harlequin Storm). 

Harlequin Storm with owners Bob Fleay, Angela 
Fleay (trainer), Phil Batson, Gary and Suzy Tuck, 
Melwyn Reay, Joy and Noel Tuck. 

He is leased by 10 people, who paid nothing 

up-front but must contribute to training and 

agistment fees. They each receive a share 

of potential winnings but from a reduced 

pool (the breeder retains 30 per cent of prize 

winnings - a negotiated amount - the trainer 

gets her standard 10 and the jockey the 

standard 5). 

"It's more for the fun of it," says 

Mooroolbark plumber Noel Tuck. "It would 

be magic to get a horse with a bit of ability 

but it's almost a pipedream these days. The 

horses that you're competing against are just 

so expensive ... they're just worth a fortune. 

It's certainly not a money-making scheme." 

Tuck lives locally and enjoys coming down 

regularly to see his horse work. He spends 

about $2000 a year on the horse but as a 

veteran punter he enjoys everything from 

chatting to the trainer to going to the races. 

So far, Harley has run 10th in a 1515-

metre race in Sale but there is a buzz around 

the group that he is progressing well as he 

trains towards distances of more than 2000 

metres. The group, also made up of retirees, 

a civil engineer and a mattress king, crossed 

paths at Nunawading Social Golf Club. 

Another syndicate we met was a group of 



garbage collectors who met at the Hallam 

truck depot; and a horse called Whitehaven 

Girl has so far won $126,000 for a group 

of 10 women - nurses, hairdressers and a 

pharmacist - from the Frankston area. "We 

just love it", says one. "We talk about it; we 

get together and have just the best time." 

If you are new to horseracing, though, 

it is easy to be overwhelmed by the rules, 

the terminology and the strange grammar 

(for example, a horse might "run terrific" and 

have excellent "sectionals" - timed segments 

of a race that are divided into 200-metre 

lots). Horseracing is Australia's fourth-largest 

employer'but to outsiders it can appear elitist 

(its roots go back to the English aristocracy). 

And it's not all champagne and 

picnics. A report released without much 

fanfare during the Beijing Olympics by 

former County Court judge Gordon Lewis 

found that criminal activity, particularly the 

laundering of money by organised crime. 

was rampant on Victorian tracks with current 

policing arrangements unable to deal with 

the extent of the problem. 

The report also included concerns 

about the treatment of unwanted horses 

- and what happens to ex-racehorses is 

the industry's dark secret. The Australian 

Studbook keeps figures on every horse born 

and since 2003 has been micro-chipping 

thoroughbred foals for identification when 

racing. But once the horse finishes racing, it's 

guesswork as to where it ends up. 

Thousands of thoroughbreds are cut 

loose every year and there is "wastage" 

(failed racehorses) too, in harness racing, 

which uses a stockier breed of horse called a 

standard bred that are generally harder to find 

homes for after their careers. Some horses 

transfer to jumps racing, a controversial form 

of the sport wound back in Victoria pending 

an independent review into safety for horses 

and riders to be released this month by 

former County Court judge David Jones. 

At Living Legends, a facility for retired 

racehorses in Greenvale, outside Melbourne, 

12 champions are living out the rest of 

their days as tourist attractions. Other 

ex-racehorses find second careers, either 

with the Victoria Police, as eventing horses 

(dressage, show-jumping and cross-country), 

as show horses or as pets. Those that are 

lame, have a bad temperament or are looked 

over for some other reason usually end up 

at the horse sales - large country auctions 

where any animal sold for $300 or less is 

almost guaranteed to be turned into pet food 

at one of Australia's 33 licensed knackeries. 

Australia's two equine abattoirs in Caboolture, 

Queensland and Peterborough, South 

Australia slaughtered 11,000 horses last 

year (it is not known how many were ex

racehorses), with the meat exported for 

human consumption to Europe and J?pan. 

The RSPCA's Ray Lord says that of 

the estimated 13,000 horses that go to 

knackeries and abattoirs each year, up to 25 

per cent could be from the racing industry 

(based on andecdotal evidence). Animal 

welfare group Animals Australia believes 

the number of horses slaughtered is closer 

to 20,000 each year and cites a study that 

showed 16.6 per cent of standardbreds and 

6.3 per cent of thoroughbreds end up at 

the slaughterhouse. "I think it is a tragedy and 

a total abdication of our ethical responsibility 

to these wonderful horses who are bred, born 

into our care, but then discarded as if mere 

disposable rubbish, simply because they 

don't run as fast as others," says executive 

director Glenys Oogjes. 

Those that escape the knackery, though, 

may not be better off. Last financial year, 

the RSPCA in Victoria recorded nearly 2000 

reports of horse cruelty, including starvation. 

"Three-quarters of the problem for tti"e RSPCA 

is that people think that sending a horse to 

the knackery is cruel when in fact it's not a 

problem to put a horse down, it's the way 

you do it - it's either humane or not humane." 

says Dr Hugh Wirth, president of RSPCA 

Australia. He agrees that high turnover of 

horses in racing is a problem but argues 

there will always be issues of welfare when 

you mix animal husbandry with gambling. 

It's a fact most owners will have to 

confront eventually. "We've got feelings 

for the horse," says Geoff Sincock, an 

accountant who owns a three-year-old 

chestnut colt, Darpana. "We'd like to think 

that, ultimately, we can use him for stud. 

I think because we've got Royce's farm 

(Royce Ritchie is a co-owner) we don't have 

to confront those brutal realities, whereas 

others might have to." 

What with the ethical responsibilities, 

ongoing expenses, and slim chances of 

winning, it's difficult to understand what 

keeps racehorse owners interested in what 

can become a mortgage-sized hobby. 

For a few, it's about status and ego, but 

most of the people we spoke to - even 

the winners - claimed their motivation was 

social. The Thoroughbred Race Owners' 

Association says three-quarters of owners 

get involved through friends: a timely warning 

given the Melbourne Cup celebrations that 

are nearly upon us. 

For those owners who have been bitten 

by the bug, though, there is no going 

back. Many grew up with turf in their blood. 

Weekend Hussler co-owner John Bath 

used to get his form two English teacher to 

put bets on for him and was told halfway 

through his HSC that if he put as much time 

into physics classes as he did studying the 

form guide he'd be an A-grade student. 

"The money's fantastic - don't get me wrong 

- but it's not the be-all-and-end-all," he says. 

"I think it's the punt, the thrill of the kill, that 

you've backed your horse to win and that's, 

to me, as important as the prizemoney." 

He has seen his ~orse reach great heights 

in recent m0f'lthsc_an.q he is ti~ping he )Non·t 

get much sleep if·Fie ~ver makes it into the 

big one, the Melbourne Cup. "It would be 

an absolute dream come true," he says. (m) 

accoun a 
Sincock (left) 
and stockbroker 
Adrian Hanley. 
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