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Frank Siracusa, who took the time to care.
To Dan Sullivan and Babs Smith of
The Strategic Coach® for the clarity and tools to
achieve my life’s vision.
This publication is not a substitute for the advice of your financial advisor, accountant, lawyer, or any of your other advisors, personal or professional.
Neither the authors nor the publisher is rendering legal, accounting, tax, or other professional services by publishing this book. As each individual’s situation is unique, questions relevant to personal finance should be addressed to an appropriate professional to ensure that the situation has been evaluated carefully and appropriately.
Neither the authors nor the publisher make any representations about the suitability of the information contained in this book, and all such information is provided “as is” without warranty of any kind. The author and publisher specifically disclaim any liability, loss or risk that is incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use and/or application of any of the contents of this work.
The author and publisher have taken usual and reasonable precautions to determine that the information contained herein has been obtained from sources believed to be reliable, however, we cannot guarantee the accuracy or completeness of such information.
Praise for The Banker and the Fisherman
The Banker and the Fisherman reminds us that real financial success is measured in more than just dollars and cents.
– Ron Baron
Founder and CEO,
The Baron Funds
Gardening is an apt metaphor for what Ron Rogé does. The gardener prepares today for an uncertain future, but by planting in just the right space and feeding regularly, by quietly and consistently managing the risks of both drought and downpour, he brings forth abundance just when you need it most. Plan and be fruitful. Read and be inspired.
– James J. Green
Editorial Director,
Investment Advisor and
Wealth Manager magazines
Ron Rogé offers readers an excellent reminder that there is much more to life than simply pursuing wealth.
– Jeff Benjamin
Senior Editor,
Investment News
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A big heartfelt thank you to my high school chemistry teacher, Frank Siracusa, who took the time to care. Without his caring, I would not have the education I have today. Read more about Mr. Siracusa starting on page 13.
Huge thanks to Dan Sullivan and Babs Smith of The Strategic Coach®;. They gave me the clarity and tools to acquire freedom from the frustrations in my life, and to acquire freedom to achieve the vision I have for the rest of my life.
Thank you to the people involved in the publication of this book. Without your help, it would not have been possible. Ross Slater, Jennifer Tribe, and Carissa Stewart of Highspot Inc. provided editorial and publishing guidance that made this book a reality. Liz Cappa, Sandi Serow, and Christina Saburro of R. W. Rogé & Company, Inc. handled all of the administrative work involved in getting it into print. Sally Allen co-authored the Right Sizing chapter with Rosanne Rogé, and Christine Parisi and Jeff Roberto made valuable contributions to The 22-Year Car Loan (see page 51).
And thank you to Tamara Talbot, for her wonderful design work on the book cover.
A Very Special Thank You to My Co-Authors
Steven Rogé is the best son and business partner a dad could ever dream of having. His love and counsel have been influential and invaluable to me.
My wife, and the love of my life, Rosanne Rogé, is the ultimate loving caretaker and the perfect partner in life and in business. She showed me how to take the time to relax, remove my shoes, feel the grass beneath my feet, and enjoy the day. Most importantly, she demonstrates every day that the word “love” is indeed a verb.
Ron Rogé could be the poster boy for independent financial advice. In case you’ve been living on the moon—or in New York City, which tends to be overshadowed by Wall Street’s marketing mavens—let me tell you: independent advice is a very good thing. I’ve been covering independent advisors since 1984, and that experience has given me great respect for these professionals. Like Ron, virtually all of them could have made a lot more money as stockbrokers or insurance agents, but they chose independence in order to better serve their clients.
As the public gradually became aware they had an alternative to in-house financial salespeople, independent advisors—including Ron—became more successful. So much so that today even the least independent stockbroker prefers to call him- or herself a “financial advisor.” It’s one of the great untold American success stories: How a small group of dedicated professionals intent on doing the right thing changed the face of financial advice and, along the way, attained a measure of success they never imagined.
Ron was one of the leaders of that group, which back in the mid- 1980s originally numbered fewer than 100 people. They called themselves the National Association of Personal Financial Advisors (NAPFA), and believed their profession should put clients’ interests first, free from the economic pressures of buying and selling financial products. In exchange for their advice they charged fees directly to their clients rather than taking sales commissions from brokerage firms or insurance companies.
Ron was chosen to head up the public relations efforts of this “fee-only” movement, largely, I’ve always suspected, because he was the only board member who lived in proximity to the influential financial magazines, newspapers, and networks in New York City. Through the late 1980s and early 1990s, Ron became a one-man publicity campaign whose goal was to promote the benefits of fee-only, independent financial advice to the public through the media.
At first, Ron’s reception at many financial publications was chilly, to say the least. Reporters and the public alike were brainwashed to believe that the only serious financial advice came from Wall Street. Slowly, however, the idea of independent advice and fees paid directly by clients began to sink in. More and more journalists and editors “got it,” writing stories about independent advice; perhaps more important, they began more frequently to quote independent advisors as objective experts.
Ron’s watershed day—and that of the independent advisory movement—came on September 30, 1996, when Merrill Lynch announced it was moving its 15,000 or so retail brokers away from commissions to fee compensation. Merrill’s television ads stated, “No commissions on transactions for a wide variety of investments, including stocks, bonds, and mutual funds.” A small but growing band of client-oriented advisors—led by Ron and others—had made independent advice so popular that giant Merrill Lynch, along with the rest of Wall Street, radically changed the way it did business in an effort to keep up. (Of course, no matter what they claim to do on Wall Street, advice given by employee brokers isn’t, by NAPFA standards, truly independent. That’s made clear by the snowballing success of Ron and other independent advisors, and by Wall Street’s continuing efforts to respond to them.)
I first met Ron at NAPFA’s 1993 national convention in San Francisco, while he was in the middle of his media blitz. I was a senior editor on the team that had recently launched Worth magazine, and I’m sure Ron was schmoozing me just like he was all the other journalists. Yet, after just a few minutes of conversation, I realized that Ron was not only extraordinarily interested in his clients’ well-being but also knowledgeable on a broad range of subjects far beyond finance. He also had a charming wit that often contained a deep underlying wisdom.
That day was warm and sunny, so Ron and I played hooky from the conference. After a great lunch in a wharf-side restaurant, we explored the marina district and watched the seals on the docks, and talking like we were old friends. I’m glad to say, we’ve been friends ever since. Professionally, I’ve followed Ron’s career as he grew his advisory practice into one of the most successful in the industry, all the while exhibiting the objectivity, client orientation, and independence of the best of financial advisors.
Ron has stayed on the cutting edge of independent advice with innovations such as seeking out smaller, “undiscovered” fund managers; designing programs to service smaller clients’ goals; networking with other advisors to share their collective experience and wisdom; and, most recently, creating his own fund of mutual funds to lower client costs and adding stock analysis (via his son, Steve) to increase the upside potential of the portfolios they manage.
The Banker and the Fisherman collects the wisdom Ron has gained in his 22 years as a professional advisor, working with clients from all walks of life and observing the markets and the financial services industry. It’s not your typical personal finance book, yet both financial consumers and financial professionals will benefit greatly from reading it. Concerned as much with “why” we need to take control of our financial lives as “how” to do it, Ron tackles the tough issues of why Americans don’t save more money or even take a greater role in planning for their financial futures. The insights he offers come from a diverse and surprising array of sources, including Viktor E. Frankl’s Man’s Search for Meaning, Warren Buffett, and the US Marines.
Ron’s answer to why we don’t sock away more, even though a bunch of us are rapidly approaching retirement age, lies uptown from the wire houses, up on Madison Avenue. “Without even realizing it,” he writes, “most of us have allowed the great American marketing machine to tell us what we need, when we need it.” Today’s advertising is so good at convincing us to buy things that there is little left over for our piggy banks. Ron has come to realize that we need to hearken back to our core beliefs if we ever hope to stop listening to advertising’s siren lures and use our financial resources to take care of ourselves and the people around us.
In his own down-to-earth style, Ron gently but powerfully shows us how to take control of our lives and our finances. He does so by relating his experiences and observations of some of the brightest minds in finance, the people who helped shape his life, and what’s worked for his clients. The Banker and the Fisherman is a road map for true financial success, including discussions of how each of us defines “success” and how to create a plan to get there. Along the way, Ron shows us how to leave a legacy, prepare for our retirement, and overcome disastrous knee-jerk investment decisions. Of his Ten Commandments of Investing, my favorites are number 7: “Thou shalt not invest in companies without earnings,” and number 10: “Thou shalt not seek stock recommendations from neighbors, friends, or brothers-in-law.”
Most important of all, Ron tells us how to live simpler, more meaningful lives—despite what the advertisers tell us we need to have. This remarkable book is about deciding what we really want before we waste a lot of time and effort pursuing something meaningless. It’s a book about understanding our lives, our culture, and the financial services industry, and about how we can find meaning and attain happiness in the midst of it all.
The wisdom in The Banker and the Fisherman springs from a perspective that is truly independent of Wall Street and Madison Avenue and all the pressures— real or imagined—that life today imposes on us. I hope you enjoy Ron’s excellent counsel and benefit from it as much as I have.
Bob Clark
Contributing Editor, Investment Advisor
Former Editor, Worth
You will probably spend a century on this planet.
One hundred years of life to live. Excellent medical care has become the norm in the United States. That, combined with a bit of luck, is going to make living for a century—or longer—more common. In that time, you will have unique roles to play, special events to plan and attend, and individual responsibilities to fulfill. There will also come a time when the end of life resembles its beginnings, when you will need support and care from others. This need not be a helpless stage. With careful long-term planning, you can ensure that your wishes will be respected and that your foresight will protect your quality of life.
There have been and will be goals to achieve, futures to plan, gifts to give, and legacies to design. Each of these tasks will require you to engage in meaningful dialogue with your wealth management team. Each of these life stages, and the concepts associated with them, is outlined in this book. But this is not a course in economic theory; there is no beginning and no end. Take a look at the table of contents and choose any title you are in the mood to read at a given moment. At whatever page you choose to begin reading, that’s the right page. Financial planning works on the same principle. Whenever you choose to begin, that’s the right time.
And there are plenty of reasons to create new beginnings. We’ve structured The Banker and the Fisherman in five sections that mirror five phases of life and five aspects of planning. The book opens with the essential life lessons that continue to guide and inspire our work. Each of the six chapters in this section is meant to encourage you to think about your own influences and your priorities as you work toward your goals. We then move on to advice about financing your home and saving for your children’s education, followed by a discussion of investment strategies and tools. Retirement income, issues concerning long-term care, and estate planning wrap up the book.
While researching and writing about each of these topics, we’ve learned lessons from bankers, fishermen, rabbis, parents, high-school teachers, old friends, and clients like you. The book’s title—The Banker and the Fisherman— reflects the diversity of those who have taught us and how humbled we have been by the privilege of learning.
Each chapter in the book’s five sections originally appeared in our newsletter, The Rogé Report. They do not, however, appear here in their original forms. We’ve restructured, refreshed, and updated them to enhance their longevity and usefulness as you make some of the most important decisions of your life.
Many people would insist that the last sentence of the preceding paragraph should read “the most important financial decisions of your life.” Too often, people ignore their finances. They hide their ignorance about how the markets, funds, and other investment tools work under a complete indifference to money matters. That’s one way that many people fail to see how their expectations for the future, and their behavior in the present, are connected.
We really do live in an era when most people know the price of everything and the value of nothing. This book is our contribution toward reversing that condition. It is a book written by a team of financial planners and wealth managers, but it’s not about money. It is about human behavior—both our behavior as individuals and how we act as societies.
If we want to plant the seeds of behaviors and habits that grow success, then we must prepare the soil and create the right conditions. If you’re reading this book, it is because you have decided to plant the seeds of a positive future for yourself and, perhaps, those you love. We hope The Banker and the Fisherman will help you visualize and realize the garden of your life’s dreams. We hope it will support you all the way from initial planting to final harvest. We hope it will help you grow the garden of the century.

The following story shows how differently two people and two cultures can view life and retirement. The original author is unknown.
An American investment banker was standing on the pier in a small Mexican village when a tiny boat carrying one fisherman docked. Inside the boat were several large yellowfin tuna. The American complimented the fisherman on the quality of his fish and asked how long it had taken to catch them. The fisherman replied, “Only a little while.”
The banker then asked the fisherman why he hadn’t stayed out longer to catch more fish. The fisherman said he had caught enough to support his family’s immediate needs.
The banker shot back, “But what do you do with the rest of your time?”
The fisherman replied, “I sleep late, fish a little, play with my children, take a siesta with my wife, and stroll into the village each evening, where I sip wine and play guitar with my amigos. I have a full and busy life.”
The banker scoffed, “I have an MBA from Harvard, and I can help you. You should spend more time fishing and, with the proceeds, buy a bigger boat. With the proceeds from the bigger boat, you could buy several boats, and eventually you would have a feet. Instead of selling your catch to a middleman, you could sell directly to the processor, eventually opening your own cannery. You would control the product, processing, and distribution. You could leave this small coastal fishing village and move to Mexico City, then Los Angeles, and eventually New York, where you would run your expanding enterprise.”

In order to make the most of your money, you need to know where you want to go and determine the best way to get there.

The fisherman asked,“How long will all this take?”
“Fifteen to 20 years,” answered the banker.
“But what then?”
The banker laughed and said,“That’s the best part. When the time is right you would announce an Initial Public Offering and sell your company stock to the public and become very rich. You would make millions.”
“Millions. Then what?”
The banker replied,“Then you would retire and move to a small coastal fishing village where you would sleep late, fish a little, play with your kids, take a siesta with your wife, and stroll into the village in the evenings, where you could sip wine and play guitar with your amigos.”
As you can see from this short story, most people view things differently, and even an educated investment banker can miss the point. You may already have much of what you are looking for, but just don’t realize it. In order to make the most of your money and your life, you need to know where you want to go and then determine the best way to get there. Our hope is that this story and the book will help you on your journey.
According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, happiness is “a state of well-being and contentment; a pleasurable or satisfying experience.” Nowhere does the definition mention money. Yet we continue to hear people associating happiness with money. We hear them say,“When I win the lottery ...” and “When I achieve a certain balance in my account ... I’ll be happy.”
There’s no question that winning the lottery would be an exciting experience. There’s fun in pondering what might be done with all that money. And freedom, too, because you’re able to think beyond your present circumstances to ponder new possibilities and opportunities. But the reality isn’t as rosy: in the United States, you must pay almost half of your winnings in income tax1 and then figure out a way to shelter the remaining portion of your good fortune from estate taxes. Then there are all those relatives and friends looking for a handout; and perhaps you’d like to give a portion of your windfall to a charity or two. Having money can complicate your life. Money can also disappear quickly, along with the initial elation of instant riches.
According to a 2006 article in London’s Financial Times, “Random samples of citizens today report the same degree of psychological well-being and satisfaction with their lives as did their (poorer) parents. In the US, happiness has fallen over time. White American females are markedly less happy than were their mothers.” The article goes on to say, “In the US, even though real incomes have risen sixfold, the per-capita suicide rate is the same as in the year 1900.”
The article’s author, Andrew Oswald, a professor of economics at the University of Warwick, has conducted extensive research that undermines the supposed link between economic growth and happiness. In the Financial Times piece, he points out that even as our wealth grows, happiness remains elusive because we are creatures of comparison: “Research last year showed that happiness levels depend inversely on the earnings levels of a person’s neighbors. Prosperity next door makes you dissatisfied. It is relative income that matters: when everyone in society gets wealthier, average well-being stays the same.”

Grandma said that money wouldn’t bring you happiness.

Another reason Americans don’t become happier is habituation. Experiences wear off. Some researchers believe that after a pay raise people get used to their greater income and eventually return to their original happy or unhappy states. As Oswald concludes, “Human beings are bad at forecasting what will make them happy. People systematically choose the wrong things for themselves.”
Grandma said that money wouldn’t bring you happiness. She was right, but she should have added the qualifier “for very long.” If you didn’t believe your grandma, well, now you have some studies to back up what she knew all along.
It’s true that money is a great facilitator. It can give you a more comfortable lifestyle. It allows you to create the environment in which you want to live. It permits access to services and people that can make your life more comfortable. But it can’t create happiness for very long.
So if money isn’t happiness, what is? And how do you achieve well-being and contentment? Writing in USA Today in 2006, Sharon Jayson quotes Jonathan Haidt, associate professor of psychology at the University of Virginia and author of the book The Happiness Hypothesis, on the determinants of happiness:
Happiness has a very weak relation to events in our lives. Your happiness level is determined mostly by the structure in your brain—not by whether good or bad things happen to you. Negative events hurt or feel bad, but they are not usually as bad as we think and don’t last as long as we think. Happiness is an individual thing, like a thermostat in our brains with a baseline that’s predetermined by genetics. We all move, up or down, around our set point, depending on life events. The key to the psychology of happiness is to move to the upper range of your potential.
Antidepressants are a wonderful pharmaceutical for seriously ill individuals. However, the sale of antidepressants has become a huge business for the pharmaceutical industry because people are requesting them in an effort to move to the upper range of their potential by taking pills. They believe that if they get there, they will be happy.
I decided to write this chapter because, as a financial advisor for more than 20 years, I’ve had the privilege of working with hundreds of families and individuals in creating the paths that lead to their futures. People I worked with 20 years ago are experiencing that future today. These experiences have given me insights that no amount of generic research can duplicate. So, the purpose of this chapter is to share with you what I’ve learned in helping clients move to the upper limits of their happiness potential.
It all starts when we’re born. We come into this world naked, needing a roof over our heads, clothes on our backs, and food to nourish our growth. From day one, our parents try to fulfill our most basic needs, which psychologist Abraham Maslow represented in his famous tiered triangle. Once we achieve one level, we move up and try to achieve the next. And if, at some future point, a deficiency is detected at a lower level, we act quickly to go back and remove that deficiency before ascending the ladder again.
While Maslow’s original triangle was composed of five levels or stages, it has since been revamped to include eight:

Physiological: These needs relate to the basics of staying alive, such as finding food and shelter. Information that is not directly connected to helping a person meet these needs is left unattended.
Safety: These needs help us avoid danger.
Belonging and love: These needs address our connections to others. They are what inspire us to marry, have families, and be part of communities.
Esteem: These needs involve seeking and gaining approval and recognition. At this level, people try to develop their egos in order to gain self-respect and the respect of others.
Cognitive: These are the needs people have to know, understand, and explore the world around them.
Aesthetic: These needs produce symmetry, order, and beauty
Self-actualization: These needs involve self-fulfillment and realizing one’s potential.
Self-transcendence: This is the need to connect to something beyond the ego and, therefore, help others find self-fulfillment and realize their own potential.
People in the growth levels of cognitive needs, aesthetic needs, and self-actualization seek edifying information. They seek information on how to connect to something beyond themselves, or to show others how to connect.
I know people who have never gone beyond levels three or four, and yet they seem to be very happy. And I’ve helped clients over the years who were well beyond level four and were very unhappy. After going through the goal-setting and planning process, they discovered their lives were too complex. My team and I helped them create a simpler lifestyle. We did that by first interpreting and then simplifying their lives through a process of self-discovery. The result? Those clients reported a welcome sense of relief, based in part on being more aware and in control of their affairs.
After the events of September 11, 2001, many people who were not directly affected by the terrorist attacks felt vulnerable. For them, there was a deficiency in level two of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. People’s sense of security was taken away. They could not function beyond level two for a while because they needed reassurance that measures were being taken to keep them safe. As time passed without further attacks, they gradually felt more secure and began moving up the ladder again.
Money can help us climb Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Even with money, however, unexpected events can quickly move us down the ladder as we seek to repair a vulnerability or two. In that sense, the happiness that money brings is always conditional and tentative.
Maybe Aristotle got it right when he claimed that happiness “cannot be achieved in less than a full lifetime. One swallow does not make a summer; neither does one fine day. And, one day, or indeed any brief period of felicity, does not make man entirely and perfectly happy.”
One of the best books I ever read was Man’s Search for Meaning by Viktor E. Frankl, a psychiatrist who struggled for survival during three years in Auschwitz and other Nazi concentration camps. Rather than dwell on the great horrors he experienced and observed, Frankl focused on the hard fight for daily survival he and his fellow prisoners waged. He realized that, as a psychiatrist, he had the opportunity to observe humanity at its worst. He had a real-life laboratory in which to study why some people gave up while others survived. Frankl’s conclusion was that life’s basic motivation is “the will to meaning.” Or, as the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche put it, “He who has a why to live for can bear almost any how.”
Frankl’s sage words are worth pausing over:
The meaning of life differs from man to man, from day to day and from hour to hour. What matters, therefore, is not the meaning of life in general... but rather the specific meaning of a person’s life at a given moment.... Everyone has his own specific vocation or mission in life to carry out a concrete assignment which demands fulfillment. Therein he cannot be replaced, nor can his life be repeated. Thus, everyone’s task is as unique as is his specific opportunity to implement it.

If you live simply, you won’t be as anxious about the unimportant things in life.

Okay, so problems are presented in life and it’s up to us to solve them. Is happiness the ability to solve problems? Perhaps. Frankl suggested that in order to have a meaningful life we need a greater purpose than ourselves. We need something to do, someone to love. We may also find it in suffering. Strangely enough, suffering is the source of creativity.
I’ve observed over the years that clients who suffer from life-threatening diseases or the death of their spouses or children often gain clarity about their purpose in life. When we suffer, the meaning and purpose of our existence is clarified. It’s what gives us the strength to carry on under great adversity.
Frankl observed that men who had lost purpose in their lives would give up and die in the camps. This fact became so apparent that it got to the point that Frankl and his fellow prisoners could predict such people’s deaths within days. Those who, like himself, had a greater purpose in life, even if they were sometimes in worse physical condition than those who had died, somehow endured.
A friend sent me an e-mail recently that ended with five rules for a happy life:
Free your heart from hatred.
Live simply
Free your mind from worries.
Give more.
Expect less.
I like these rules. Think about it. If you have hatred in your heart, you can’t be happy. If you live simply, you won’t be as anxious about the unimportant things in life. If you worry all the time, you can’t function or focus. If you give more of yourself to others, you’ll feel good. If you expect less, you won’t be disappointed.
My experience has led me to conclude that happiness begins when you learn to like yourself. We all know a few unhappy people. It seems to me they don’t like themselves and complain about everything. They complain because they’re trying to blame their unhappiness on others instead of attempting to learn their greater purpose. As my friend Sherry Cross likes to say, “They are not happy in their own skin.”
If you, however, understand your greater purpose and try to observe the five rules, you may well be on your way to happiness.
________________
1. In the US approximately 35% of lottery winnings must be paid in federal taxes and between 6% and 8% must be paid in state taxes.
I’m not one to dwell much on my past. On the contrary, I’ve been described as barely living in the present and mostly thinking of the future, a character trait that likely reflects my training as a financial planner and investment advisor. In this profession, it’s mostly about the future.
Even though I rarely think about yesterday, I’ve learned from my personal coach, Dan Sullivan of The Strategic Coach®; Program that, from time to time, it’s helpful to ask, “What am I grateful for?” It’s an exercise Dan calls Gratitude Focus” and the way it works is simple. You give yourself three minutes to write down everything you’re grateful for in life. It’s a wonderful exercise if you’re feeling down because it creates a positive attitude as soon as you do it.
I’ve been doing the Gratitude Focus™ for about eight years now and have come to appreciate the choices I’ve made during my lifetime. After all, these choices have helped me get to where I am today.
Believe it or not, the word decide is related to the word homicide. Both have the same root, which means to cut or kill. When you come to a fork in the road you must decide which direction to take, eliminating the other option. Consider, for example, my decision to join the United States Naval Air Reserve rather than be drafted into the army during the Vietnam War. Instead of just being an army foot soldier, it occurred to me that perhaps I could acquire a marketable skill in the navy before being sent into harm’s way. If I survived, I would at least have practical training as a pilot or navigator that I could parlay into a job following my stint in the armed forces.
I tried to persuade my friends Gary and Billy to go with me to be tested for the Naval Air Reserve. They chose not to because they felt it was too much effort. I remember them saying they would just let the army draft them, serve their two years, and get it over with. I even remember—as if it were yesterday— where that conversation took place, because their response seemed so odd to me.
Our birthdays were two months apart, so at age 18 we were called for our pre-induction physicals on the same day. That meant Gary, Billy, and I were about to be drafted into the army and sent to the jungles of South Vietnam. As planned, I joined the Naval Air Reserve and was lucky enough to serve my active duty stateside during the war. Both Gary and Billy were drafted into the army, went to boot camp, and were sent overseas together (although they served in different units).
Gary was severely wounded about a month before he was expected to come home. His wounds were so bad that he has not been able to work since returning from Vietnam. Billy was killed in action two weeks before his tour of duty was scheduled to end. I remember it took about two weeks for his body to be returned home. Billy’s name is on the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington, DC, along with the names of 60,000 other military personnel who gave their lives in service to their country. To this day, 40 years later, I still cry when I visit that memorial.
Our past is clearly defined by the choices we make along the way. It reminds me of something Woody Allen once said: “More than any other time in history, mankind faces a crossroads. One path leads to despair and utter hopelessness; the other, to total extinction. Let us pray we have the wisdom to choose correctly.”
Having choices is good for most people, even if not for Woody Allen. However, because we grow up inside the worlds our families create for us, we sometimes aren’t aware of the alternatives. We rarely look past what we know.
That was certainly the case with me. No one in my family had ever gone beyond high school. College was not a word in my vocabulary—at least not until I met Mr. Siracusa. When I knew Frank Siracusa he was a 25-year-old Columbia University graduate who, in 1963, was teaching chemistry at Franklin K. Lane High School in Brooklyn, New York. One day, Mr. Siracusa asked me to stay after class. He took me aside and said, “Ron, you seem to like chemistry. What are your plans after you graduate?” Up to that point in my life no one had ever asked me that question. Quite frankly, I had never thought about it. I just didn’t realize I could choose the future I wanted for myself.
Mr. Siracusa suggested I consider going to college. “Do you think you might like to work as a chemist?” he asked me. I replied, “Yes.” After all, I liked chemistry. Not only did Mr. Siracusa point me toward chemistry, but he also sensed I would need some active guidance to help me get into college. This is an important point, because he took the time to call a friend of his who was the head of the Department of Chemistry at Bronx Community College, and told him he was sending me along to be interviewed for admission.
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I took the “A” train to the Bronx, application in hand. At the interview, Mr. David Gorman said, “I see you live in Brooklyn. New York City Community College in downtown Brooklyn has the same program. That would be a much shorter commute for you.” He then called the head of its chemistry department and said he was sending me over for an interview. The rest, as they say, is history. I got my associate’s degree in chemistry from New York City Community College, a bachelor’s degree in chemistry from Long Island University, and a master of science degree from Polytechnic University in Brooklyn.
I have learned several lessons from this re-examination of my past and the choices I’ve made:
It doesn’t take much effort or time to have a dramatic impact on someone’s life.
It’s gratifying to help others realize their objectives and to make a meaningful difference in their lives.
When you suggest to others they have a choice, especially when they may not know they have one, recognize that you may have to show them how to do what you are suggesting.
Don’t dwell on decisions you regret; move forward by creating your own future. You can’t do anything about the past. Dan Sullivan says, “Forgiveness is when you give up the hope of having a better past.”
Are you working every day to achieve the kind of future you have in mind? We can’t do anything about the past, but we can work toward the future we want by knowing the choices we have. Acting on those choices is what leads us in the desired direction. As Sullivan also likes to say, “The future is your property.”
When I meet with clients, I always spend time discussing the future they want. When we start the conversation they usually don’t know how to get where they want to be for one or more of the following reasons:
They have too much information and are confused about their options.
They may not be aware of the choices they have because they are too close to the situation.
They don’t know how to work the numbers for the plan they are contemplating.
They are not sure how to handle the uncertainties and risks that are always present in planning for the future.
Mr. Siracusa taught me well—not just about chemistry, but about life, the choices we have, and how to move forward and achieve long-term goals. So, thank you, Mr. Siracusa, for caring and making me aware that I had a choice and that I could be the architect of my own future. And thank you for showing me how to get there, too.
Postscript: After 43 years of not having seen or heard from him, I recently managed to contact Mr. Siracusa to thank him personally for the impact he had on my life. He and I, along with my good friend from high school, Jack Muhlstein, had a delightful lunch that lasted more than four hours.
I was sitting in the waiting room of my allergist’s office and couldn’t help but overhear his administrative staffers, who were talking rather loudly. One employee shouted to the other, “Hey, guess what? My 18-year-old son just got a job. And he makes more than you do—$11 per hour.”
While not particularly interesting to me, I thought it was odd that all three middle-aged female employees seemed to know precisely what each other’s hourly wages were. Then the conversation turned to Prada bags. One woman said, “I just got a knockoff Prada bag for $65.” One of the other women responded that her husband had bought her a knockoff Louis Vuitton pocketbook for $50, while the real one cost $215.
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As I thought about the conversations on my drive home, it occurred to me that we Americans have created such a consumer culture that we don’t know the value of the things that really matter. We seem to know the price of everything and the value of nothing.
I was reminded of a book I read a few years ago, Beppe Severgnini’s Ciao, America: An Italian Discovers the U.S. Severgnini is one of Italy’s favorite authors, and he spent a year living among and observing Americans in Washington, DC. Two of the observations he made relate to the story I’m telling here:
Americans are obsessed with competition.
Americans are obsessed with numbers and codes (e.g., social security numbers, personal identification numbers, e-mail addresses, credit cards, checking account numbers, debit cards).
The marketers behind Prada and Louis Vuitton have obviously convinced the women who work in my allergist’s office that their pocketbooks are the best. And, as the story shows, those women knew the prices of both the real and knockoff versions.
To show just how clueless I am, I didn’t know Prada makes pocketbooks. I knew only that Prada is a high-end shoe manufacturer. I was aware that Louis Vuitton makes pocketbooks, but I didn’t know (and still don’t) whether it produces shoes. Knowing whether or not Louis Vuitton makes shoes will not affect my life 25 years from now; therefore, that bit of information is not important to me. What I believe is more important for me, and for most Americans, is knowing what it will cost to live the life one wants and how to acquire the funds necessary to achieve that goal. I’m talking here about the potential costs of:
Retirement
College education for children and/or grandchildren
Buying a home
Caring for aging parents
Caring for a dependent adult child
Establishing an emergency fund
Protecting loved ones against risks (e.g., death or disability of the breadwinner, need for a nursing home)
Leaving loved ones an inheritance
Making the world a better place in which to live
On my drive home after my allergist appointment I asked myself the question, “Do most Americans know what it will take to achieve these goals, and, if not, why not?” After all, most of us are very good with numbers, and we seem to know what’s good quality, along with the price we’ll have to pay for it.
My conclusion—based on anecdotal evidence, research papers I’ve read on the subject, and my experience as a certified financial planner—is a resounding no! We don’t have a clue. I believe the reason we don’t have a clue is that marketers distract us with unimportant things, so much so that we fail to focus on what is important.
So what can we do about it? If we could get marketers to focus their messages on “the important stuff of life” (to paraphrase the late scientific author, educator, and astronomer, Carl Sagan), we would be discussing the numbers necessary to achieve the goals for our life journeys, rather than the price of Prada bags. The government could help, as well. Perhaps taxing unsolicited marketing material and giving tax credits to marketing firms that create public service messages about what it takes to achieve one’s goals would begin to shift our focus toward what is truly important.
The next time you’re attracted to a marketing message, stop and ask yourself, “How does knowing this information relate to my top three life goals?” If it doesn’t, turn away and enjoy the journey toward obtaining “the important stuff of life.”
Sometimes we don’t see the value of setting goals until we see a goal-setter become successful. Arnold Schwarzenegger is an example of someone who set a goal and worked tenaciously to reach it.
Schwarzenegger came to the United States from Austria at the age of 21, with just $20 in his pocket. Among his many achievements are the Mr. Universe, Mr. Olympia, and Mr. World bodybuilding titles. Not too many people know, however, that in addition to starting and running a bricklaying and masonry business with a partner, and running a bodybuilding supplies mail-order company, Schwarzenegger obtained a business degree from the University of Wisconsin and then launched a successful real estate enterprise. He then moved on to movies, where he became one of the biggest action heroes Hollywood has ever seen. After getting involved in politics, he set his sights on the governorship of California and won the election.
While some folks might say, “Wow, Schwarzenegger was lucky,” I wouldn’t. Behind that supposed luck was the ability to see the future, and then muster the energy to build it. Like me, you’ve probably often heard the expression, “Luck is the residue of design,” a saying that’s attributed to everyone from John Milton to Vince Lombardi. Even if we don’t agree with his political views, we have to admire Schwarzenegger’s ability to visualize his goals and his determination to achieve them. What are your visions for the future?
Several years ago, I attended a planners conference where the speaker was a well-known rabbi who specialized in counseling the sick and dying, as well as survivors of traumatic experiences. He discussed how most people go through life without setting goals because they believe they will live forever. They procrastinate about figuring out what they want to achieve. An interesting and true observation, but nothing I hadn’t heard before.
Then the rabbi got everyone’s attention by asking us to complete a little exercise. He asked us to draw a horizontal line across a piece of paper. At the left end of the line he had us write the letter B and, at the right end, the letter D. He then said, “This is a visual of your life. The B is when you were born and the D is your death.”
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“Now,” he said, “put an X on the line where you think you are today. Between the X and the D is the rest of your life. What do you want it to be like? What do you want to achieve? Whom do you want to help? Where do you want to go?”

That rabbi certainly got everyone in the room thinking. For the remaining days of the conference we all talked about the exercise and how instructive and motivating it had been.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/19458 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!