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Obituary

Alan Woods 1945-2008
The mys tery bene fac tor be hind OzOne dies unexpectedly

By PAUL MARSTON, SYDNEY

ALAN WOODS was a bridge player
of note – he was one of us – but it
was out side of bridge that he

truly made his mark. Af ter a num ber
of colour ful twists and turns he be -
came the world's most suc cess ful horse 
rac ing gam bler with a per sonal for tune 
of over $700 mil lion. But he al ways re -
tained his strong links with the bridge
com mu nity and it was he who made
the anon y mous do na tion of $1 mil lion
per year that led to the cre ation of
OzOne. He also of fered to help the up -
com ing PABF in Surf ers to the tune of
$250,000.

He was di ag nosed with appendiceal
can cer to wards the end of last year.
While his out look was not bright, it
was never ex pected that the end would 
come as soon as Jan u ary this year. He
died in a hos pi tal in Hong Kong sur -
rounded by fam ily and close friends.

His first wife, Meredith Woods of
Mel bourne, is well known in bridge
cir cles around Aus tra lia. They mar -
ried in 1972 and have two grown up
chil dren. Alan also has a young son
from a Fil i pino partner.

Alan was a mix ture of con trasts. On
the one hand he was fa mous for his
bac cha na lian par ties. When he threw
a party you could be sure that no ex -
pense would be spared. His an nual
party to mark the end of the rac ing
sea son in Hong Kong was al ways a
spe cial event. Each year it was held in 
a dif fer ent re sort around the world. As 
with Woodstock, if you re mem ber the 
party you were n't there. But there is no 
better ex am ple of his ex trav a gan zas
than his 60th birth day party. He flew
more than 100 of his best friends from 
all over the world to a lux ury re sort in 
Bali for three days of cel e bra tion. 

Yet at other times he lived quite a re -
clu sive ex is tence, rarely step ping out
of his lux ury apart ment, whether it
was in Hong Kong, Ma nila or Syd ney.
But even dur ing these mo nas tic re -
treats, he would al ways main tain a
very ac tive con tact with his many
friends, send ing them al most daily en -
ter tain ment by email.

All the while he re mained fo cussed on
his busi ness. It may sur prise some that
he never knew the names of any
horses and he had not been to a race
since 1985. It was his com puter sys tem
that did the hard work of rat ing the
field and pick ing the win ners and its
suc cess spoke for it self. Us ing the sys -
tem, he cre ated an in ter na tional
busi ness that cur rently has more than
one hun dred em ploy ees who are op er -
at ing in dif fer ent horse rac ing mar kets
all around the world.

He was very gen er ous, and not only to
his friends. He helped many needy

strang ers. By na ture he was a
lib er tar ian and he lent moral and fi -
nan cial sup port to cam paigns for so cial 
jus tice in Asia, where he spent much of 
his life. As with his sup port of OzOne,
he gave this sup port with out a sin gle
thought of any thing in re turn. But
those who crossed him were quickly
cut off the list.

He once told me the story about an old 
girl friend who took him for $20,000
when they split, at a time when Alan
had noth ing. 

He said in his droll man ner, "It cost her 
mil lions." Hav ing met a few of his
ex-girl friends I can vouch for the fact
that it is true.

This is how the OzOne do na tion came
about.

In Au gust 2004, I was in Ma nila on my 
way to Hong Kong to edit the daily
bul le tin for the Hong Kong In ter city
Championships. At the time Alan was
spend ing a lot of his time at one of his
two apart ments in Ma nila so I phoned
to say hi. He sug gested I drop by for a
few drinks the next af ter noon. When I
ar rived se cu rity called the apart ment
and a short time later I was on the
32nd floor be ing greeted by a pretty
young Fil i pino girl who showed me
into the lux u ri ous two floor apart ment. 
She of fered me a drink and ex plained
that Alan was still sleep ing. We played 

Alan and friends at his 60th birth day in Bali, April 2005
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pool for 45 min utes or so when Alan
emerged at the head of the sweep ing
stair case. He was un shaven, wear ing
only a T-shirt and a pair of shorts and
car ry ing a ther mos of ice cof fee. We
ad journed to the study where we
spent three hours dis cuss ing the
bridge scene and the world of gam -
bling. I told him about our sys tem that 
rates bridge play ers. I also told him
that it was his sys tem that had given
me the orig i nal idea.

All the while we were be ing of fered
re fresh ments by var i ous mem bers of
his staff, all young Fil i pino girls. I left
at about 8pm. 

Soon af ter ar riv ing back at my ho tel I
re ceived an email from Alan sug gest -
ing I come back to his apart ment the
next night at about 8pm. The last line
of the email read “Don’t drink any
 alcohol be fore you come – I want to
talk busi ness.” 

The next night I turned up so ber as in -
structed and I was di rected up the
sweep ing stair case to the pri vate floor. 
I was guided to the of fice where Alan
was sit ting in front of two com put ers.
There was a race meet ing go ing on in
Hong Kong and he was keep ing a
close eye on the bets that were be ing
laid by his staff but that only kept him
busy for about ten min utes in ev ery
half hour. In be tween, he told me that
he be lieved that the rat ing sys tem was
the fu ture of bridge. 

He also ex plained that he had been
im pressed by an ed i to rial that he had
read in Aus tra lian Bridge that said, in
es sence, that the rea son for the fail ure
of Aus tra lia on the world bridge stage
was due to the fact that our small pool
of tal ent has to spend most of its time
play ing with part ners who can pay in
or der to make its daily bread. 

He said, "I plan to do nate $1M per year 
to fix these things!" Even in my so ber
state, I nearly fell off my chair. 

For the next two hours we con cen -
trated mostly on what was hap pen ing
in Hong Kong. The early races were
bad but he fin ished well win ning a
 triple treat to end up, as I re call,
 making $HK700,000, which is about
$A160,000.

I re turned to Ma nila to wards the end
of 2005 and spent a lot of time with
Alan but we only briefly dis cussed his
do na tion. His only sug ges tions were
that there be a com mit tee of five and
that the ABF hold the cash.

The events that fol lowed are re corded
in the sidebar on this page.

If you close your eyes and pic ture one
of the kings of the gamb ling world, I
ex pect you will come up with some one 
who is loud and the life of the party.
But Alan was noth ing like this. He
usu ally said very lit tle and he sim ply
would n't re ply if your open ing line
was about the weather. But when he
did talk you al ways got the sense that
he knew what he was talk ing about,

even on quite di verse top ics. And there 
was no spin or false mod esty. 

Jan Cormack, New Zea land’s all-time
lead ing fe male bridge player, was a
long-time close friend. She de scribes
him as a math e mat i cal ge nius, loyal,
trust wor thy, rather ec cen tric, and a
good friend.

De spite his suc cess at gam bling, Alan
was n’t al ways in ter ested in gam bling.
He was born in Murwillumbah, north -
ern New South Wales, in 1945. He had
a very fast mind and a pro di gious
mem ory, but he was rather lazy in his
early years. He went to uni ver sity in
Armidale study ing math e mat ics but
dropped out. He took a job for a firm
of con sult ing ac tu ar ies but he was

Land ing the OzOne money
Alan re cruited Jan Cormack, who was 
re turn ing from Asia, to bring the mil -
lion dol lars from Ja pan, in cash! She
de liv ered the money to Alan’s of fice
in Syd ney and his staff shopped
around for the best ex change rate on
the Yen. We ended up go ing to a bank 
called Travelex in the QVB. I met up
with Jamie Ebery at the bank at 1pm
on a Fri day. Jamie is a bridge player
and math e ma ti cian who worked in
Alan's Syd ney of fice. He had the
money in a back pack.

We kept two tell ers com pletely oc cu -
pied for about an hour count ing our
lit tle moun tain of money. Do you re -
mem ber that line from the Bea tles –
money can’t buy me love? Well, it’s
not true. As I stood there while the
tell ers were do ing their thing, a pretty
young girl came up to me and said,
“Hi, my name is Sue, let’s have a cof -
fee?” Sadly I did n’t have time, and for 
un usual rea sons. It was get ting on for
4pm and I was sit ting in the pub lic
area of the bank wait ing for the man -
ager to final ise the trans ac tion when a
man in a grey suit ap proached me and 
asked me if I was Paul Marston. I said
yes and he showed me his card, iden -
ti fy ing him as be ing with the New
South Wales crime com mis sion. He
said come with me please. I said what
if I don’t want to come? He then
reached into his pocket and pulled out 
a sum mons so off we went. We
walked about three blocks to their

 offices where I was taken into a tiny
lit tle of fice with no win dows that
was air-con di tioned to sub hu man
tem per a tures. The as sis tant di rec tor
of in ves ti ga tions then joined us. He
said we want to get to the bot tom of
this money. I then an swered var i ous
ques tions and waited while they
checked them out. They phoned Jan
Cormack in Auckland and they re -
trieved her ar rival card from the
im mi gra tion de part ment. They noted 
that she had checked the box say ing
she had more than $10,000. Well, she 
did! Af ter two hours of sit ting in the
of fice, usu ally by my self, I asked if I
could sit in the lobby area, which
was a bit warmer and they agreed.
They checked out me, OzOne, the
ABF and much more. Fi nally at
about 8pm, they said I could go but
that they were still hold ing the
money. The as sis tant di rec tor
handed me his card and said call me
on Mon day morn ing. Af ter a slightly 
anx ious week end, I called him early
on the Mon day morn ing and I was
de lighted to hear a very friendly
voice. He said they have no fur ther
in ter est in the money and he apolo -
gised to me for the rough treat ment I 
had re ceived. He ex plained that they 
have to take added pre cau tions these 
days be cause of the threat of ter ror -
ism. I said do not apo lo gise – I am
pleased to see that the coun try is in
such good hands. 
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fired for not turn ing up on time. He
then be came an in vest ment an a lyst for
a mer chant bank. He learned bridge in
the late 60s in a rub ber bridge group.
Around 1969 he tried a du pli cate ses -
sion at the VBA and he was hooked.
He started read ing bridge books at ev -
ery op por tu nity and he be came a very
good player. He played with most of
the lead ing lights of Mel bourne and he 
made his mark in Victoria. 

It was around this time that Alan first
be came in ter ested in gam bling. He
heard about the edge you have at
black jack if you count the cards. He
put it to the test dur ing the 1973 ANC
at the Wrest Point Ca sino in Hobart
and won $6,000, no small sum in those
days. He re turned to Wrest Point sev -
eral times, usu ally with great suc cess. 

Soon af ter Meredith left him in 1979,
he re turned to New Zea land. (He also
had done a stint there in the early 70s.)
Around this time, he de cided to take
up gam bling full time. He formed a
team of black jack play ers and they
headed off to Las Ve gas and Eu rope to
the world’s big gest ca si nos. Hav ing a
team of play ers was im por tant be cause 
that in creased the turn over, which
mini mised the risk from los ing streaks, 
an ever-pres ent dan ger when you op -
er ate on the small edge that ex isted at
the time for card coun ters.

They played long hours and they gen -
er ated a steady profit. The only trou ble 
was that the ca si nos soon fig ured what 
was go ing on. You can al ways tell a
card coun ter by the way he var ies his
bet at dif fer ent times – the more low
cards that are gone from the deck, the
more he bets. So they knew Alan’s
team was count ing the cards and they
quickly banned any player who was
mak ing a steady profit. The world
does not have so many ca si nos that
you can al ways find a new one, so the
chal lenge for Alan and his team was to 
avoid detection. 

Malcolm Sims, my bridge part ner in
the late 70s, was a mem ber of Alan’s
black jack team. Sims would en ter tain
us for hours with sto ries about their
run ning bat tles with ca sino heav ies all
over the world. They mas tered the art
of dis guise. Jan Cormack re calls meet -
ing Alan at the 1980 World Teams
Olym piad in Valkenberg, The Neth er -
lands. “I hardly re cog nised him with
granny glasses and tightly permed
grey hair.”

The black jack days were im por tant for
Alan in that they pro vided him with a
bank roll. It was from that bank roll that 
he cre ated his vast wealth. In 1984 he
left New Zea land for Hong Kong
where he and two part ners started
work ing on a com put er ised bet ting
sys tem for horses. For the first two
years they strug gled, wip ing out their
$150,000 bank. One of the part ners lost
his nerve and left. But Alan re mained
con fi dent that the plan would suc ceed. 
He con tin ued to in ject just about all of
his re main ing black jack money. How -
ever, in 1987 he had an ac ri mo ni ous
break up with his re main ing part ner. It 
was only later that year, af ter three
 difficult years, that he fi nally showed a 
profit. Dur ing the next three years he
won $HK37 mil lion and from there he
took off.

In es sence, the sys tem would look at
all the horses in a race and cal cu late
the prob a bil ity of each one win ning.
Alan would then bet on all the horses
that pres ented good value. For ex am -
ple, if a horse was cal cu lated to have
20% chance of win ning, Alan would
back it if it was pay ing more than $5. 

The sys tem looked at many vari ables.
For ex am ple: gen der, track, weight, dis -
tance, bar rier po si tion, num ber of starts,
early speed, late speed, and much
more. He also had ex perts at the track
who would watch the horses to see how
they looked. The sys tem had a vast
 volume of data to draw on. But the key 
was how to weight the var i ous fac tors.

In short, it was Alan's ge nius to pro -
duce an al go rithm that iso lated the
im por tant vari ables of horse rac ing
and to weight them prop erly. He was
then able to take this clever sys tem and 
turn it into a highly suc cess ful in ter na -
tional busi ness. 

The fu ture of OzOne
OzOne Bridge was launched in Jan u -
ary 2006. The main pro ject was the
open team and, sad to re port, it did not 
go as planned. It was sus pended in
Sep tem ber last year. This was a per -
sonal blow for me be cause the ideas
that sparked the scheme were largely
mine and I was the chair man of the
OzOne com mit tee (and still am). We
made this an nounce ment:

The OzOne com mit tee has de cided to sus -
pend its open team pro ject. The prin ci ple
ob jec tive of the pro ject was to pro duce a
team that would be com pet i tive at the high est 
lev els of the game. While it was not ex pected 
that this goal would be achieved in the eigh -
teen months that the pro ject has been
run ning, the re sults in gen eral have been less 
than ex pected and the com mit tee be lieves
that there is in suf fi cient sta bil ity amongst the
play ers to get the pro gram back on track in
the short to me dium term fu ture. The pro -
gram is cur rently be ing re viewed with in put
from all those who were in volved. This is ex -
pected to be of con sid er able ben e fit, should
the pro gram be res ur rected in fu ture. De spite 
not achiev ing the prin ci ple ob jec tives, the
com mit tee be lieves the pro ject has still been
of sig nif i cant ben e fit to our lead ing play ers. It
has helped them to un der stand what it takes
to suc ceed at the high est level of the game
and it has helped to cre ate more of a win ning 
cul ture. We be lieve that the ben e fits of this
will be seen in the years ahead.

Mean while OzOne has con tin ued to
sup port the bridge rat ing sys tem and if 
this suc ceeds as we ex pect it to, it will
be a fit ting leg acy to Alan. []

Alan gets a birth day kiss from Jan
Cormack in Bali in 2005. 


