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Foreword by
Jason Zweig

MONEY AND ME may well be the most personal book on personal finance ever written. It will go down in history as one of the best.

Jonathan Clements was born in 1963 and died in 2025. He spent years as The Wall Street Journal’s personal-finance columnist; later, he founded the website HumbleDollar. Over a nearly 40-year career, Jonathan wrote roughly 2,000 articles about saving, borrowing, investing, financial planning, homeownership, retirement, and other aspects of personal finance. Financial journalism dates back to the early 1700s; thousands of people have practiced it over the centuries, but Jonathan perfected it.

He always understood that personal finance isn’t about money. It’s about us: our hopes and dreams and fears, our families and friendships, and, above all, the power and pull of our emotions. It isn’t just about heaping up the biggest mound of assets; it’s about making our lives more meaningful.

Jonathan wrote much of this book after he was diagnosed in 2024 with a rare and untreatable cancer. He knew he had only months left, but he wrote without an iota of bitterness, anger, or fear.

Instead, Jonathan wrote Money and Me with his characteristic grace, wit, clarity, and simplicity, as well as all the wisdom of a worldly lifetime. This book won’t only make you feel that you know him; it will make you feel that he knows you. When you read Jonathan’s descriptions of his plans and expectations, his pride and embarrassment, his quirks and mistakes, what he learned and what he never got the chance to figure out, you will soon realize he isn’t just talking to you; he is talking about you.

I also write a financial column for The Wall Street Journal, and during Jonathan’s illness and after his death I received hundreds of grateful emails about him from readers. The most common message among these readers who had never met Jonathan in person was this: I felt he was my friend.

Now he can be yours, too.

Jonathan and I first worked together in 1987; I had the honor of being his friend for nearly 40 years. When I read these pages, I can hear his voice over and over again—and his infectious laughter.

In one of our last phone conversations, as cancer raged through his body, he said to me, “Not everything I’m writing now is so great.” He paused, then added with a cackle: “But maybe people will cut the dead guy a break!”

I gasped, but had to laugh with him.

I promise that you, too, will laugh as you read Money and Me. You will probably cry, too. Above all, you will learn. Luckily, you will be learning from one of the wisest voices ever to teach about money—and about life itself.

Sadly, people are not immortal. But some books are, and this is one of them.

Jason Zweig,

2026




Introduction

MY CANCER-RIDDLED BODY was telling me I had perhaps a handful of months left. So I, of course, decided to write one last book.

No, I didn’t write the entirety of Money and Me from scratch during my life’s final months. Rather, my wife Elaine suggested I pull together a volume that celebrates the words and effort that I’ve put into HumbleDollar, the website I launched at year-end 2016. The articles gathered here were written by me from 2016 to 2025, but they reflect a four-decade financial journey, one that started in 1986 when I moved from London to New York and joined Forbes magazine.

As I’ve sought to help readers in the years since, I’ve also sought to educate myself, delving into topics that intrigued me and which often had implications for my own finances. Like many who are new to the financial world, my initial fascination was investing. From there, I meandered through numerous other topics, including homeownership, Social Security, insurance, borrowing, estate planning, behavioral finance and happiness research.

Along the way, I became less interested in the mechanics of personal finance, and more in how everyday folks interact with money. In many ways, HumbleDollar brought this notion to life. To write for the site, I recruited folks with a keen interest in personal finance but little or no formal training. My message to these amateur writers: You may not be a financial expert, but you are an expert on your own life—and that’s a topic you can write about with authority. HumbleDollar became a place where contributors and commenters discussed their own finances with a rare honesty.

What shone through: Personal finance truly is personal. There’s more than one path up the financial mountain, and people adopt all manner of strategies and tactics. Mistakes are frequent, but they can typically be overcome, especially if you have good savings habits.

I also note that age really does bring wisdom. While younger adults may take a while to find the right way forward, those in their 50s and beyond usually find their rhythm, diversifying broadly, trading relatively little, and focusing their spending on those things they care about most—and their example can help folks in their 20s and 30s to avoid costly errors.

In the pages ahead, you won’t just read many of my favorite columns from the past eight years, some of them slightly edited for this tome. The articles are divided into ten chapters, some with a traditional financial orientation—retirement, investing and saving. But the other chapters reflect my changing focus: family, happiness, behavior, cancer. Along the way, you’ll learn more about my journey, financial and otherwise. Fingers crossed, what I’ve learned will also enrich your life.




1.
Family




MANY OF US—AND perhaps most—spend our adult years jousting with the scars from our youth. I certainly have my scars, many of them left by the endless bullying during my nine years at English boarding schools. Yet I consider myself lucky. My parents wouldn’t be considered wealthy, but I still think of my childhood as privileged: Unlike so many others, I grew up with a bedrock sense of security, and I think that gave me the resilience and optimism to deal with life’s setbacks.

In addition to those nine years at boarding school, my upbringing was marked by my parents’ divorce. But amid the resulting turmoil, I always had the sense that my two brothers, my sister and I came first. Whatever happened, my parents would make sure we would be okay. I think that’s why, as an adult, I never bothered with much of an emergency fund and why I regularly kept 80% to 90% of my portfolio in stocks. In the lexicon of personal finance, my risk tolerance is high.

I’ve long aspired to pass along this sense of security to my two kids. As you’ll learn in the articles that follow, I’ve given a lot of thought to how I could put Hannah and Henry on the financial fast track. As a journalist, I didn’t have a whole lot of extra dollars, but I knew the kids had ample time, and that could more than compensate.

Amassing wealth was never my life’s top goal. Through school and into my adult years, I was driven less by money and more by a desire for achievement. Still, money was certainly a motivator. That might puzzle some readers: I grew up in relative affluence, and that often dents a child’s financial drive.

But there’s a good reason I was partly motivated by money. Values are passed down through the generations in the stories we tell. And our family’s story is a doozy, as you’ll learn from this chapter’s first article.




Great to Gone

On February 1, 1888, George Cope died at age 65. Two days later, he was buried in Anfield Cemetery in Liverpool, England, where his younger brother Thomas had been laid to rest 40 months earlier.

Together, in 1848, the two brothers had launched a successful tobacco company, which would be acquired more than a century later by Gallaher Group, then a major UK multinational tobacco producer. Gallaher itself would subsequently be bought by Japan Tobacco.

At the time of his death, newspapers described George Cope as one of Britain’s richest men. His estate was valued at £274,923—equal to some $47 million in 2020 (inflation- and exchange-rate adjusted).

Why my interest in Cope?

He was my great-great-grandfather.

In an alternate universe where nobody spent my great-great-grandfather’s money, and instead his estate was invested in stocks and earned seven percentage points a year more than inflation, it would have been worth some $270 billion as of 2020—more than the combined net worth of Jeff Bezos and Bill Gates.

But that isn’t exactly what happened. In fact, none of my great-great-grandfather’s fortune made it into my hands and, indeed, it never reached my mother and her two brothers. Instead, it took just two generations to run through the money bequeathed by one of Britain’s richest men.

I tell this story not to elicit sympathy—in any case, I’m not sure there’s much sympathy for tobacco heirs—but to highlight a crucial notion: Success often contains the seeds of its own destruction, and not just when it comes to family fortunes. Consider four examples:


	Successful companies eventually grow so large that not only do they become bureaucratic and sluggish, but also they attract fierce competitors angling to steal their business. Today, we’re in awe of Alphabet’s Google, Amazon, Apple, Facebook and Vanguard Group. Give it a decade or two, and we’ll likely view them as has-beens.



All this has been made worse by the pace of technological change. As companies grow ever bigger, it becomes more complicated and costly to upgrade to the latest technology—and that creates an opening for upstart competitors.

Have you noticed how clunky Facebook has become? Do you wonder why Vanguard unloaded its variable annuity and solo 401(k) businesses? You can bet that thorny technology issues were a key reason. Similarly, when I was at Citi, the bankers had to know how to navigate ten different computer systems, partly the consequence of multiple acquisitions over many years. Is it any wonder that Citi’s bankers struggle to deliver excellent customer service?


	Economic booms are undone by the excesses they create. Robust economic growth allows marginal businesses to survive and prompts banks to loosen their lending standards. But all this can quickly unravel if growth slows or inflationary pressures drive interest rates higher. How many dubious businesses and dicey loans exist today? When the next recession rolls around, we’ll find out.

	Investors are often victims of their own success. For instance, winning money managers attract heaps of assets from performance-chasing investors. Putting that new money to work compels them to buy more stocks, including stocks they’re less enthused about.



Almost inevitably, the results of these managers start to look more and more like the market averages—and often far worse. Why? Managers often notch handsome gains not because they’re skillful, but because their particular investment style is in vogue. But no stock-picking style stays in favor forever.

Success isn’t just poison for market-beating money managers. If investors—whether professional or amateur—are making money because of a rising market, they often imagine they know what they’re doing, even if their results are no better than the market averages. We saw this during the housing market of the early 2000s, and we’ve seen it repeatedly in the stock market.

Problem is, this ballooning self-confidence can lead folks to take ever-increasing risk. They might buy a fistful of rental properties with little or nothing down, shift more of their portfolio into stocks, purchase shares with margin debt or concentrate their bets on an ever-narrower slice of the stock market. But what happens when the market turns lower? Even if these investors aren’t panicked by tumbling prices, they may be forced to sell by their need for cash or by the leverage they took on.


	Why do great family fortunes rarely last more than a few generations? Partly, it’s because the second and third generation, raised in affluence, don’t have the same hunger to make money.



But partly, it’s a simple matter of brutal math. For a family fortune to last in perpetuity and generate an income stream that rises with the general standard of living, the heirs face a daunting task. For starters, the heirs need to manage the money so that it earns an after-tax rate of return that’s higher than the pace of per-capita GDP growth, which is the rate at which general living standards tend to rise.

But this entire investment gain can’t be spent. Instead, to ensure the family fortune lasts in perpetuity, the heirs must take a sum each year equal to the increase in per-capita GDP and leave it in the portfolio to continue growing. That annual amount might equal 4% of the portfolio’s value. Problem is, if the heirs do that, it can leave precious little to spend. To make matters worse, the annual amount available to each beneficiary will shrink if the number of heirs grows with each new generation.

How likely are the heirs to make the necessary sacrifices, so the family fortune stays intact? Have I told you about my great-great-grandfather?




Nerd Gone Wild

It’s long been an idea that’s captured my imagination: Get a child invested in the stock market at a young age and then leave compounding to work its magic. If stocks notch four percentage points a year more than inflation—which many would consider a conservative estimate—$10,000 invested at birth would be worth $230,500 at age 80. That sort of success would, I suspect, give a significant boost to parental popularity.

When my kids were born, I set out to turn this nerdy financial dream into reality. I was on a junior reporter’s salary, with a wife in graduate school, so it took a few years to get rolling. But eventually, I settled on a five-part plan to help Hannah, born in 1988, and Henry, born four years later.

What were the five parts? I’d make sure Hannah and Henry graduated college debt-free, give them $5,000 upon graduation, $20,000 for a house down payment, $25,000 for retirement and $5,000 toward a wedding or at age 30, whichever came first. I didn’t have this sort of money lying around, so it took many years of regular savings to hit these targets.

For the graduation and wedding money, I didn’t set up separate accounts. Instead, those sums sat in my money-market fund. Meanwhile, college costs were partly covered by money I had socked away first in custodial accounts and later 529 college savings plans, once those became available. Still, I probably paid three-quarters of college costs out of current income.

What about the $20,000 in house money? Hannah’s and Henry’s future down payments went into Vanguard Group target-date retirement funds. The target funds kept things simple, offering a diversified portfolio in a single mutual fund. On top of that, I knew the funds would become less risky over time—an appealing attribute, because I wanted the money easing out of stocks as the day approached when the kids might purchase a home.

I bought both funds in custodial accounts. That wouldn’t be a smart move if you thought your children had a shot at receiving college financial aid, because custodial accounts weigh heavily against you in the aid formulas. But I was confident our family wouldn’t qualify. Hannah cashed in her target-date fund in 2015, when she bought her house in Philadelphia. I provided additional help by writing a private mortgage for her.

What about the $25,000 in retirement money? That was trickier. To contribute to an individual retirement account, you need earned income. I’ve heard of parents who have funded Roth IRAs for their children, based on income that the kids earned from babysitting and mowing lawns.

Neither of my children earned much money until they were well into their teenage years, so I went hunting for a tax-deferred account that didn’t require earned income. Result: When Hannah was age nine and Henry was five, I opened a Vanguard variable annuity for each of them.

Variable annuities, of course, can have horribly high investment expenses. But Vanguard’s offering—which is now overseen by Transamerica—is an exception. The variable annuities were set up as custodial accounts, with me as custodian. Once Hannah and Henry turned 21, I transferred the accounts into their names.

Later, when they started earning money, I opened Roth IRAs for them. A Roth is obviously preferable—expenses should be lower and you get tax-free growth, versus the variable annuity’s tax-deferred growth. Still, for younger kids, a low-cost variable annuity strikes me as an intriguing option: They’ll enjoy tax deferral on a grand scale—and the tax penalty will discourage them from cashing in the account before age 59½. One additional feature I like: Their variable annuities allow automatic rebalancing. That means Hannah and Henry’s accounts will likely stay on the course that I set many years ago—without further involvement on my part.




Pay it Forward

Mindful. Intentional. Purposeful. These are the buzzwords of our time—and they make me slightly queasy, with their whiff of self-centered, self-satisfied self-indulgence.

Yet it seems those are my goals.

On Monday, a moving van will arrive to take my worldly possessions to a house in Philadelphia that, I hope, will be my last. All this has made me ponder what I want from the years that remain. Three items top my wish list:

1. Do good work

My ambitions today are far more circumscribed than they were in my 20s. A few decades jousting with the world will do that to you. Still, I remain anxious to serve others as best I can—and HumbleDollar is my chosen vehicle.

2. Find some balance

A friend recently called me a workaholic. It’s a label I resist, because it’s my choice to log long hours at my laptop—and I do so because I love my work. Still, I readily concede my life is somewhat unbalanced, and I want to find a way to work less and spend more time exploring the world, whether it’s through books, encounters with others, on bicycle or via airplane.

3. Help my family

As longtime readers know, teaching my kids about money—and helping them financially—has been an enduring passion. In November, the list of family members I hope to help will grow by one, with the arrival of my first grandchild.

This is a key reason for my move to Philadelphia. My new home will be ten blocks from my daughter and son-in-law. I want to help out as best I can with my grandson. (Yes, the sonogram says it’s a boy.)

For many, the world is harsh. The government has an important role to play in taking the edge off that harshness. As someone who has benefited from an economic system that creates both winners and losers, I don’t begrudge the taxes I pay to support that government safety net.

Still, I don’t want my financial security to depend on a large, faceless bureaucracy—I can’t imagine many do—which is why I’m heavily focused on the safety net that family can offer. Got a spouse, parents, children and others who you consider close family? You are, I would argue, among each other’s greatest assets and liabilities.

How far would you go in helping other family members financially—and how much help would they provide you?

This, I realize, is a topic where many folks have strong opinions. Some believe they shouldn’t provide too much financial assistance to their children or other family members, because they fear such help will dent ambition and create an unhealthy dependence. Similarly, others shy away from family loans, because they worry the money borrowed won’t get repaid and will leave all involved with bruised feelings.

Much, I suspect, should hinge on a clear-eyed assessment of your fellow family members’ money habits. My children, siblings and mother are all remarkably sensible about financial matters, and I wouldn’t hesitate to lend money to any of them. Indeed, I lent money to my daughter so she could buy her current home, and my mother has twice made me short-term loans to help with a house purchase.

Not inclined to make family loans, help your children fund Roth IRAs, subsidize their 401(k) contributions or provide other direct financial support? Even so, I’d encourage you to ponder the concept captured by the title of this article: Pay it forward.

I won’t bequeath enough to my children for them to live in the lap of luxury, with no need to ever work again, and—even if I had that sort of wealth—I don’t think it would be desirable. But I’m endeavoring to give my kids something I consider even more valuable: a sense of financial security.

While I’m alive, they know I’d bail them out if financial misfortune befell them—and, upon my death, they should inherit enough to provide them with a healthy financial backstop. In other words, as harsh as the world can be, my kids should never suffer the full financial impact of that harshness.

I readily concede there’s an unfairness to this: Only those who enjoy some financial success have the opportunity to bequeath a sense of financial security to future generations. But I make no apologies. I’ve come to realize that financial happiness lies not in a bigger house or a faster car, but in knowing all will be okay, even if we’re hit with rough financial times. That’s my gift to my children. My hope: With the money they inherit from me, they too will pay it forward to the generation that follows.
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