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			Praise for Pathfinders

			“Few people have bridged the gap between spreadsheet and the real world like JL Collins—this book is full of real stories from real people seeking the greatest gift money can provide: independence.”

			—Morgan Housel, Author of Same as Ever and the #1 international bestseller The Psychology of Money

			“Most people believe that achieving FIRE is impossible. JL Collins’ brilliant new book proves otherwise. It’s packed with stories of ordinary people who mastered their finances and now live extraordinary lives, and proves that reaching FIRE is achievable no matter your current circumstances. It’s also filled with the wit and wisdom JL has become famous for. Highly recommended.”

			—Brian Feroldi, Author of Why Does the Stock Market Go Up?

			“Pathfinders proves that the path to financial independence is simple, achievable, and doesn’t require a degree in finance … These stories will make you feel less alone in your struggles and find solace in knowing that no matter how bad your situation is, there is a way out.”

			—Kristy Shen and Bryce Leung, Authors of Quit Like a Millionaire

			“Prepared to be inspired, motivated, and humbled by the array of successes discussed in this must-read.”

			—Scott Trench, CEO + President, BiggerPockets

			“JL Collins has emerged as a leading light in the financial independence movement thanks to his special blend of hard-won wisdom, fabulous storytelling abilities, and good old-fashioned common sense. Pathfinders, which places JL’s own stories and insights alongside the stories of fellow travelers on the road to financial freedom, is an engaging and inspiring read from start to finish.”

			—Christine Benz, Director of personal finance and retirement planning, Morningstar, Inc

			“JL Collins does it again! He shows that money doesn’t need to be complicated. Success with money comes down to a few basic principles that anyone—under any circumstances—can accomplish.”

			—Jon Luskin, CFP®, Advice-only financial planner

			“JL Collins has created something spectacular with Pathfinders: it’s the perfect companion to The Simple Path to Wealth, and a true must-read for anyone pursuing Financial Independence … a book unlike anything I’ve seen in the personal finance world. I think it’s another instant classic.”

			—Brad Barrett, Co-founder and host of the ChooseFI Podcast

		

	


		
			Praise for The Simple Path to Wealth

			“A revolutionary book on stock investing (and good finance in general) because you’ll actually read it, enjoy it, and then be able to immediately put the lessons profitably into action with your own money. … Although very few people actually follow it, I have found that the road to a wealthy life really is simple and quite enjoyable to follow, so it only makes sense that a book about it should have those same fine traits. This one does.” 

			—Peter Adeney, a.k.a. Mr. Money Mustache

			“In the dark, bewildering, trap-infested jungle of misinformation and opaque riddles that is the world of investment, JL Collins is the fatherly wizard on the side of the path, offering a simple map, warm words of encouragement and the tools to forge your way through with confidence. You’ll never find a wiser advisor with a bigger heart.”

			—Malachi Rempen, Filmmaker, cartoonist, author and self-described ruffian

			“Let’s face it: Most investment books are boring. Dull. Uninspired. This book brings managing your money to life. JL Collins offers a one-two punch: a simple, effective message told in a visual, funny style. If you think ‘investing is boring’ or ‘investing is hard,’ read this. You’ll never say those lines again.”

			—Paula Pant, Afford Anything (affordanything.com)

		

	


		
			To those whose inspiring stories appear in these pages, and to all the others who have found and are following The Simple Path to Wealth.

			To the little girl who wouldn’t listen, forcing me to write this all down. 

			And to my wife, Jane, who assured me through the years that little girl was absorbing more than I knew. She was right.

		

	


		
			Foreword by Hasan Minhaj
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			Growing up, financial literacy is something we never discussed as a family. 

			If you talk about money, you’re labeled as being obsessed with it, or you’re blaming a loved one for not having it. Money was always too scary, too touchy, and too real to talk about in our household. Especially the stock market. It was framed as something that only Wall Street bigwigs could figure out, or it was an outright rigged system that turned the layman into a sucker. So I stayed away from it. I spent years in school learning about Mesopotamia and mitosis, but didn’t know the difference between a W-2 and a W-9. I figured I’d stack my bread like a drug dealer and tuck it away in a mattress. That would be my protection.

			But it wasn’t. It was a defense mechanism to avoid dealing with the painful truth of adulthood: You need money to take care of yourself, your loved ones, and ensure a financially stable future. Money doesn’t solve all your problems, but it sure as hell solves your money problems.

			When I first heard about JL Collins’ new book, I knew I had to read it. I’d been a long-time fan of his first book, The Simple Path to Wealth. In fact, it was The Simple Path and his savage Google Talk that helped start my FI journey. (By “savage” I mean JL had the guts to tell Google employees to not hold individual Google stock while he was speaking at Google. In that moment, I knew that either JL was the truth, or he was completely out of his mind.)

			After quickly applying these principles I started being all about that VTSAX life and forgetting the rest. That’s not to say there wasn’t uncertainty, doubt, or days where my VTSAX position tanked. But I was unbothered because I had bought into the “set it and forget it” long-hold strategy. I was holding my financial plank for 30 years. I was committed to my path.

			And that’s exactly what Pathfinders is. A collection of real stories of people on their path to financial independence. After reading Pathfinders I realized something: this book is not just about investing. It’s about so much more. Sure it’s about empowerment. Of course it’s about taking control of your financial future. But most importantly, it’s a set of principles to help you manage the financial fear and uncertainty of adult life.

			And that’s why I’m so excited to write this foreword. Because, as someone who ran away from learning about money, I know how daunting it can be to navigate the world of investing. But JL and the Pathfinders contributors make it feel real, practical, and accessible. The Path may be bumpy, but rest assured there are many on it with you. And the best feeling of all? Your future self won’t regret you making these decisions now. Good luck with your Path. I’m still on mine.

			Hasan Minhaj

			New York, 2023

		

	


		
			Preface: A Map of the Book
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			Why

			Ever since The Simple Path to Wealth (SPW) was published in 2016, readers have reached out to me with stories of how they have taken the principles in the book and applied them to their unique situations. These tales from the road are endlessly fascinating and highly instructive. They provide not only ideas and guidance as to how following The Path can be done, but proof—given the extraordinarily wide swath of people from all over the world who have done it—it can also be done by you. For years I have wanted to pull together and share these stories as a sequel to SPW, and now you hold it in your hands (or your earbuds).

			Who

			Pathfinders is for anyone who wants to achieve financial independence (FI), or at least consider the possibility. Becoming FI is the process of buying your freedom—the freedom to own your life and spend your time as you choose. Whether you are just starting to consider this as an option, are already on The Path and interested in what your fellow travelers have to say, or are fully FI and looking back on your journey with an interest in how it is unfolding for others, this book is for you. 

			What

			In these pages are around a hundred of the most compelling of these tales from people of all imaginable backgrounds, at all stages of life and wealth, and from all over the world. I have found them enlightening, inspiring, entertaining, and educational. Perhaps you will too. 

			You’ll also find some of my thoughts in the introductions to each section of the book, along with a transcribed interview between me and my daughter—the “little girl who wouldn’t listen” and thus inspired (forced?) me to first articulate, define, and finally to write The Simple Path to Wealth.

			But the heart of the book is the collection of these real-life stories from people just like you who have decided to follow The Simple Path—the powerful, simple, low-cost, low-risk, tried-and-tested route to financial freedom that I slowly pieced together over my own decades of wandering in the wilderness. 

			If you have read The Simple Path to Wealth you’ll likely enjoy reading how these travelers have applied its principles. But it isn’t necessary to have read SPW in order to enjoy and benefit from this one. It is fine to read Pathfinders first and then pick up SPW if you feel inspired to do so.

			Regardless of the order in which you read them, The Path itself is simple, robust, and has worked for tens of thousands of people around the world at every level of income. It will work for you, if you choose to walk it.

			How

			Where The Simple Path to Wealth lays out this approach to achieving financial independence, Pathfinders shows you how others are following it. The “how” of their stories can help guide you if:

			
					you’ve heard of FI but wonder if it is too good to be true

					you’re wondering if reaching FI is possible for normal people with average resources (spoiler alert: It is. Even with less-than-average resources)

					you’re already on The Path but struggling a bit

					you’re on The Path and are wondering if there are other approaches or techniques to consider

					you’re on The Path and looking for ways to make it more applicable to your unique situation

					you’re just curious about this whole business of becoming FI

					you’re wondering what it takes, and if it is worth the effort

					you’re wondering just how powerful this Path really is

					you’re almost there and are wondering what crossing the finish line looks and feels like.

			

			Pursuit

			Maybe you’ve never really thought about FI at all but are ready to be more intentional about your path in life.

			Perhaps you are looking for a better work/life balance. Or you might be considering the possibility of a life change: a new career, living in a new part of the world, travel, or simply a different path than the one you’ve been walking.

			FI unlocks all these options and more. But here, as these stories show, is the coolest thing: So does its pursuit. 

			From the moment you step on The Simple Path you are a bit stronger, a bit freer, and able to be a bit bolder in the choices you make. The further along you go, the more pronounced those advantages become.

			Sure, you might give up some material things to start buying your freedom, but this is not about donning a hair shirt and being miserable for a decade, so that you can sit around in a hair shirt without a job for a few more decades after that. 

			This is about creating a rich, free life. It is about opening up a whole new world of options and becoming a more robust and independent you.

			Use 

			This book is organized by theme, in a logical order—starting with getting our final destination in view, then moving through the steps it takes to get there and dealing with the obstacles you might encounter along the way. 

			You can comfortably read it from cover to cover. But you don’t have to. You can just as easily dip in and out as the spirit moves you. As you’ll see, many of these stories could sit in multiple parts of the book, and each can stand alone. 

			By opening this book you are stepping into a kind of wayside tavern set in some exotic locale along The Simple Path to Wealth. A place where travelers from all over the world and of every level of experience are pausing for refreshment on their quest for financial independence. The fire is roaring, the drinks are flowing, and there is the intoxicating aroma of something mouth-watering simmering in the huge cast-iron pot resting over the flames. 

			At each table small groups of pathfinders are laughing, crying, and sharing their tales…

			
					of struggles overcome and the rewards that followed

					of enterprising solutions to unexpected problems

					of sacrifices made and the kindness of strangers

					of the amazing places a few simple steps can take you

					of unexpected adventures and friendships.

			

			They are waving you over to join them. You are free to sit wherever you choose and move on to the next table as you please. It is all waiting for you just over the page. Enjoy the journey!

			JL Collins

			Some key terms

			Technical terms are usually explained or easily inferred by context, but if you’re dipping in and out and new to FI you might find this brief glossary useful.

			The Simple Path

			Spend less than you earn. Avoid debt. Invest the difference in broad-based, low-cost index funds. Hold them forever. The result will be financial independence and the real, permanent freedom it brings. 

			4% rule

			This is a concept developed in the 1990s. Basically it says that from a portfolio of at least 50% stocks and the balance in bonds, you can withdraw 4% per year, adjusting for inflation each year. The research indicates that by doing so your money will last at least 30 years 96% of the time. Most times, it will last much longer and in fact grow much larger than your original stake.

			Of course, no one should set a 4% withdrawal rate and forget it. You’ll want to monitor it and adjust to what is happening in the real world. Not just to avoid running out of money, but to be able to fully enjoy your money as it grows.

			Lots of ink has been spilt debating whether 4% is the right number. Some say, “Too high!” Some say, “Too low!” I say it is a terrible “rule” but a great guideline.

			Financial independence (FI)

			FI is when your money makes enough money to fund your lifestyle forever. 

			Here’s the formula using the 4% Rule: Net worth × 4% = annual spending. Also: 25× annual spending = net worth required.

			Example: You need/want $40,000 to spend each year. 

			
					$1,000,000 × 4% = $40,000. 

					$40,000 × 25 = $1,000,000.

			

			FIRE

			Financially Independent Retire Early. 

			Retire

			This term generates a surprising amount of angst in the FIRE community, at least among its detractors. Most people who achieve FI, quit their job, and “retire,” typically go on to do interesting and productive things. This is kind of the point. Often these activities earn them money.

			For some reason this draws the ire of those who have been dubbed “The Internet Retirement Police” and who loudly complain that if you are earning money you are not “retired.” 

			Who cares? 

			FI is about having options. Retirement, however you define it, is just one of those.

			Lean FIRE

			The money your money earns is enough to fund a very simple lifestyle. Often more than enough, given you will probably earn at least some money in your “retirement”—and especially useful in escaping a soul-crushing job situation.

			Fat FIRE

			The money your money earns is enough to fund a very lavish lifestyle.

			Coast FIRE

			The money your money earns is enough to reach FIRE at a point in the future without the addition of new investment cash. This is the power of compounding at work.

			By calculating this future date and matching it to the time you want to retire, you can stop saving and begin spending all of your current income. Your already invested money will take you to FI by itself.

			VTSAX

			The Vanguard Total Stock Market Index Fund. This is an example of a low-cost, broad-based total stock market index fund, and it is the one I personally hold. With it you own a piece of virtually every publicly traded company in the United States, ~4,000 stocks.

			Equally, you can hold a low-cost, broad-based total stock market index fund from investment firms other than Vanguard. 

			VTI

			This is the ETF (exchange-traded fund) version of VTSAX. They both hold the same portfolio and you can use either. There are some differences, but none that matter to us.

			VFIAX and VOO

			These are Vanguard’s S&P 500 Index Fund and ETF. These own and track the 500 largest publicly traded companies in the United States. While I slightly prefer the broader total stock market options above, these are fine choices as well. As are the equivalents from other investment firms.

			401(k)*

			A personal retirement savings account offered by many US employers with certain tax advantages.

			403(b)*

			Same as a 401(k) but offered by nonprofit and government employers.

			IRA*

			An Individual Retirement Account available in the US. You contribute pre-tax dollars which provides a current tax deduction. Once in the IRA, this money grows tax-free. Upon reaching a certain age, you can withdraw the money penalty free. These withdrawals are then taxed as ordinary income. 

			Roth IRA*

			An Individual Retirement Account available in the US. You contribute after-tax dollars, so there is no current tax deduction. Once in the Roth IRA, this money grows tax-free. Upon reaching a certain age, you can withdraw the money penalty free. These withdrawals are also tax-free. 

			*There are lots of regulations, such as contribution and income thresholds, that can apply to these. They are covered in more depth in The Simple Path to Wealth. Similar types of accounts are also available in many other countries.

		

	


		
			Introduction: Walking The Simple Path to Wealth
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			Welcome, traveler!

			Come on in out of the cold and sleet, pull up a chair here by the fire and let’s have a chat—you, me, and a hundred other people who have come this way before and who will share something here of their journeys on The Simple Path to Wealth.

			That, of course, is the title of my first book and perhaps you are here because you’ve read it. Pathfinders is a sequel of sorts after all.

			Or maybe you have just picked up Pathfinders and are now wondering if you should go out and read The Simple Path to Wealth (SPW) first. No need. For now, just enjoy these tales. Then, if they resonate, there will be plenty of time to read SPW.

			Either way, my hope is that when we are done with this chat you will go out and embark (or continue) on your own journey to a rich, free life. What we around here call The Simple Path. 

			Origin story

			These days my now-adult daughter likes to tease me.

			“You know, Dad,” she’ll say, “if I had listened to you when I was a child there would be no jlcollinsnh.com blog, no Chautauqua retreats, no books, no interviews. No one would be calling you ‘The Godfather of FI.’ There would be no international following.”

			She is right, of course. This has all grown out of my efforts to persuade her that money is important and learning how to master it would make her life easier, freer, and filled with more options. 

			We all want our kids to have a better life than ours. We want them to benefit from the hard lessons we learned, to help them avoid the traps and blind alleys into which we blundered.

			But, in my eagerness, I pushed these concepts of investing and financial freedom too hard and too early. I managed to turn her off to all things financial as a result. Who knew a four-year-old wouldn’t want to go through The Wall Street Journal with you?

			I kept trying, of course, and my wife would tell me she was absorbing more than she was willing to let on (which turned out to be true). But to me it felt like I was pouring it all into a black hole.

			When my daughter started college, it occurred to me I’d better get some of this stuff down on paper so it would be there for her even if I no longer was.

			Against the day she might be ready, I began to write her a series of letters setting out all she needed to do to ensure that money would always be her servant rather than—as it is for most people—her master. My goal was to map out a financial path that was smoother, more direct and filled with fewer stones, detours and ditches than my own had been.

			I shared these letters with a colleague and he said, “This is pretty interesting stuff. You should put it on a blog to share with your family and friends.”

			I figured my family and friends wouldn’t be much interested (they weren’t) but a blog seemed like a great way to archive the information. In June of 2011, jlcollinsnh.com was born.

			Then, slowly at first, an amazing thing happened. Readers began to find it, and it resonated with many of them. I had no idea the blog would go on to be such a success, drawing an international audience of nearly 20 million readers. (I’d have picked a cleverer name for a start.)

			It led to my creation of Chautauqua, an annual retreat. The first was held in Ecuador in 2013 and we’ve since taken it to the UK, Greece, Portugal and Colombia. Our mantra: Cool places, cool people, cool conversations.

			In 2016 The Simple Path to Wealth was published based on the blog and especially the sequence of articles known as the Stock Series (jlcollinsnh.com/stock-series).

			And now, in 2023, the book you hold in your hand: Pathfinders.

			I owe it all to the little girl who wouldn’t listen.

			Some secrets

			Want to know a secret? 

			The Simple Path to Wealth was just the working title I came up with while writing the book, and I never liked it all that much. I always figured, at some point in the process, something cleverer would come to mind. Nothing ever did.

			That turned out to be a blessing. That title describes exactly this proven and remarkably straightforward process of becoming financially free—forever. 

			Here’s another secret: 

			It really is simple…

			
					spend less than you earn

					avoid debt

					invest the difference.

			

			Secret #3: The investing part is simple, too, not that you’d know it listening to Wall Street and the financial news.

			Think of it this way: Imagine you have before you an immense banquet table groaning under the weight of every exotic dish imaginable. Each infinitely complex to prepare or even understand. On one small corner of this table are the simple foods your body really needs to be strong and healthy. You can put your arm on that table and sweep all but those off and onto the floor. 

			So too with all the endless, and endlessly complex, investments the financial community loves to sell. Once you’ve swept those to the floor (as you should), what you’ll see left on that corner of the table are the simple, low-cost, broad-based index funds. These are all you need for peak financial health.

			Here’s our final and maybe most shocking secret, #4: If you really don’t care about all this money financial investing stuff, this will be your superpower.

			That likely bears some explaining.

			Your superpower

			One day, when my daughter came home from college, I started in on all this stuff. (Again!) It is just so critical and can make such a difference in a person’s life.

			She stopped me and said, “Dad, I get it. Money is important. I just don’t want to have to think about it all the time.”

			For me, this was an epiphany. I, and people like me, are the odd ones out. Normal people, like my daughter, have better things to do than to obsess about investing, money and financial independence. They have bridges to build, diseases to cure, fires to fight, children to raise, breakthroughs to make. In writing to my daughter about this stuff, by extension these are the people to whom I am speaking.

			All she, and they (and maybe you) need is to understand a few basic principles, set your investments up on autopilot and get on with your more important life activities. That is your superpower. Here’s why:

			Investing is one of those rare (maybe the only) areas in life where once you get those basics set, the less you do the better your results. The more you tinker with them, as those of us interested in this stuff are prone to do, the worse your results will likely be.

			Of course, I have readers who are into this stuff. They are easy to recognize. They are endlessly suggesting ways to tinker with The Simple Path. But I’ll wager this: Twenty years from now, my daughter—and you with your superpower—will have outperformed them.

			Do you want to be free? 

			Money is the single most powerful tool we have to navigate this complex modern world we’ve created. As you’ll see in the stories that follow, it is a wonderful servant, but a tyrannical master.

			For most, money is ever elusive. They live in a world where there is more month than paycheck. Where money is a never-ending concern. Where retiring is a dream and losing the ability to work a disaster. 

			It doesn’t have to be. With a little thought and planning, your money will work for you. You’ll come to no longer depend on your ability to earn it. Your assets can generate income—handy if you’d rather not trade your time for it, essential when the time comes you are no longer able to.

			Gathering the tales

			During my Google Talk in 2018, Rachel the interviewer asked me why other financial writers didn’t offer the kind of specific advice found in The Simple Path to Wealth. I replied that while I couldn’t speak for those folks, the advice in my book is specific because it is exactly what I have told my daughter. It is exactly what I recommend she do financially to unlock a rich, free life. 

			At the time she was in college and at the beginning of her journey, and she is an American. Not surprisingly, the book reflects this starting point, and it is very US-centric.

			What is truly remarkable is how readers from all walks of life, at every stage of the journey and from all over the world have taken the principles in it and adapted them to their own unique circumstances. It doesn’t matter where you are, when you start, or what mistakes you must unravel on the way. Understanding these few simple principles can unlock a wonderful life free from financial worries and filled with the options money can buy.

			Over the years, the stories readers have shared with me have been humbling and awe-inspiring. This is the wellspring behind Pathfinders. Its goal is to collect, preserve and share the priceless lessons that others have learned in their own time and place on The Simple Path to Wealth. 

			In early 2022 I put the call out to my readers. I wanted to gather their most valuable insights from pursuing financial independence and share them with the rest of the world. A kind of compilation of travelers’ tales, offering practical encouragement and real-life inspiration—proof that it’s possible, roadside advice to make it easier.

			The results exceeded expectations. I received stories from nearly every continent (still waiting on you, Antarctica), and every stage of The Path, peppered with wisdom and wit, abundant with practicality—from people of all ages, backgrounds and walks of life.

			I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised. Pursuing FI is simple—but intentional. It forces you to think about what really matters to you, and what you’re really doing with the most valuable resource you have: your time.

			This book collects around a hundred of the very best of these tales to help you find your way and keep going. You might not have taken a single step towards financial independence. You might have stumbled many miles through inhospitable terrain to catch your first glimpse of a better route. Or maybe you’ve made considerable progress, then taken what seemed a picturesque shortcut only to run into a dead end—and you don’t know where to turn. If you’re unsure how to adapt The Simple Path in your own life, you will find countless examples—some perhaps identical to your own situation—in these pages. 

			Even if you’re finally in view of the finishing line, this book can help. It’s not always easy to take that last step. Here you’ll see exactly how others have done it.

			You get to decide

			Above all, the book’s message is one of hope. It shows that life is messy—but The Simple Path really is simple, and adaptable. The philosophers say that the only things you should worry about in life are the things you can control. And it turns out on this Path you can control all the things that make a difference.

			You can avoid going into debt, and you can get out of it if you’re there. You can arrange your life so that you’re not spending every dime you get. You can take that surplus and invest it for the long term. This book shows you how, in a startling variety of ways.

			What you do today is either going to leave you broke in the future or it’s going to leave you financially free. You get to decide.

			The Path awaits. And you don’t have to walk it alone…

			JL Collins

			“Money frees you from doing things you dislike. Since I dislike doing nearly everything, money is handy.”

			—Groucho Marx

		

	


		
			Part One: Freedom
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			JL’s View
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			Your next breath

			I get a little impatient with people who dismiss the importance of money. It seems to me that comes from a very privileged point of view. 

			Jim Dahle, author of The White Coat Investor, says money is like oxygen. As long as you have enough, it’s not important. You don’t think about it. But the moment you don’t have enough, nothing matters other than your next breath. 

			Money is the same. It is unimportant as long as you have plenty of it. But if you only have barely enough for your needs, it will prey on your mind. The moment you don’t have enough, it suddenly becomes extraordinarily important. At that point, few things matter more.

			When people say, “Money is not important, other things are more important in life,” what I hear is, “I am in a wonderfully comfortable position and don’t really appreciate it.” Maybe that’s understandable, even good in its way. Most of us don’t walk around appreciating oxygen.

			Then again, for the most part oxygen is freely available. For most of us, money is something we have to actively bring into our lives. And, if we are smart, we’ll keep some of it around to work for us.

			So this opening part of the book is all about taking a few moments to appreciate what oxygen gets you: Life. And what money can give that life: freedom and options. Which is what financial independence (FI) and The Simple Path are ultimately all about. On this journey, as with any other, it’s always helpful to keep in view our ultimate destination.

			My first steps

			I learned young that we live in a very financially precarious world.

			My father was a successful guy and we enjoyed a comfortable upper-middle-class life. But he was also a cigarette smoker.

			The thing about smokers is not just that they tend to die young. It is that cigarettes slowly, relentlessly debilitate them along the way. As my father’s health failed, so did his ability to work. And as his income slipped away, our comfortable life slipped away with it.

			I was an adult before I realized it didn’t have to be this way. But once I knew, I resolved that I would never depend exclusively upon my own ability to work for income.

			The ability to trade your time and labor is only one way to bring money into your life. The other better and much more secure way is to take some of what you earn and, rather than spend it, put it to work making more money for you.

			Better because, unlike you, once your money starts working it never grows tired, never gets bored, never sleeps, never stops. It keeps working 24/7/365. You can deploy it across many tasks so that even as some fail, others prosper. It will keep working for you as long as you live. And after you die, it will keep right on working for whomever or whatever you have told it to.

			The amount of money working for you grows as you add new money to your investments. But it also grows as the money it earns, in turn, earns more money itself. This is called compounding, and it is why your money can ultimately earn more money than you. 

			I call this buying your freedom.

			The desire for this freedom from fear and want drove me to seek out a financial buffer and led to my first steps on what became The Simple Path, long before I thought of it in those terms.

			The power of freedom

			But, as I was to learn, following this Path has other benefits as well. Like shifting the power in the employee-employer relationship. 

			When your only source of income is your labor, you are effectively shackled to your job. The employer holds the keys. But when you have money by your side, the power shifts a bit; and it can take surprisingly little.

			Back in 1976 I was in Chicago, in my mid-20s and two years into my first professional job. I loved it, and it had taken me two long years after graduating college to get it. Times were tough. The economy was wracked by high inflation and stagnant growth in what would come to be known as “stagflation.”

			Earning $10,000 a year, I had amassed the princely sum of $5,000, and in those days this was more than enough money to go and backpack around Europe for a year. Which I decided I wanted to do.

			I didn’t really want to quit but I also didn’t want to pass up the opportunity to travel. 

			One day I stumbled on a dirt-cheap airfare to Luxembourg. It required you leave on a certain day in the Spring and return four months later on a certain day in the Fall. It wasn’t the year I’d dreamed of, but it seemed a reasonable compromise that might allow me to keep the job. I went to my boss Carl and asked if I could take a sabbatical for a few months. 

			He said, “No.”

			Carl was an older gentleman who had been through the Great Depression and World War II. People just didn’t do that in those days—not if they had a job. He probably wondered about my sanity.

			It never occurred to me this might be negotiable. It probably never occurred to him either.

			I thanked him and left his office to ponder my dilemma. Keep the job I loved and worked so hard to get, or quit and head to Europe?

			A week later I went back to Carl and resigned. He was shocked.

			“Why?” he said.

			“I want to go backpack through Europe for a year.”

			He sat back in his chair and looked at me a bit, convinced more than ever (I’m sure) that I was nuts. Finally, he said: “Don’t do anything hasty. Let me talk to the owner of the company.”

			I was dumbfounded and, to my utter amazement, a few days later he called me back into his office and said, “Well, if you can promise you’ll be back on that date in four months we’ll hold your job for you.”

			I spent some of the five grand on traveling around Europe. But the first thing it bought never actually cost me a penny, despite being priceless. It bought me freedom.

			A different way of spending

			At most every Chautauqua, the financial retreat I created back in 2012, we have what we’ve come to call “dragged-along spouses.” These are the partners of attendees who come in support, but who are not really all that interested in this financial freedom business.

			Cathy was one of these, and during one of our conversations she said, “FI sounds great, but in the family I grew up in, spending money is what we did. The idea of saving just feels like depravation.” 

			Sometimes, out of nowhere, inspiration strikes and in that moment I had an epiphany. I said to Cathy something I had never said or even thought before.

			“Cathy,” I said, “I’m going to tell you a little secret. The truth is, I have personally spent every dime I’ve ever gotten and, for the most part, I’ve spent them as soon as I got them.”

			“Really?” she said, clearly not quite believing what she was hearing.

			“Absolutely, and I’ve spent at least half of them on the single thing I value most. The thing that gives me the most joy and satisfaction of anything I own. I’ve spent them buying my freedom.”

			The other half of those dimes have bought many wonderful and essential things, but nothing else comes close.

			But that’s just me. 

			Most people don’t even consider that this is possible, and even when they do they still choose to buy the luxury car, fancier house or remodel of their kitchen. And that’s fine. It is their money.

			But you, like me, might be different.

			Rules for the road

			
					Money, like oxygen, is only unimportant if you already have more than enough of it.

					Your money can buy your freedom. For my money, nothing is more valuable.

					The Simple Path first brings you the freedom of security—of not being at the mercy of your ability to earn a paycheck.

					Then it brings you a wider and even more intoxicating freedom—to use your time as you see fit.

			

			[image: ]

			Now you know: Buying your freedom is an option for your dimes too.

			“If you figure out money, life is incredibly easy. If you don’t, life is insanely hard.”

			—Kristy and Bryce, authors of Quit Like a Millionaire
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