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Retire at 45 – a realist’s guide to living your dreams
I figure the faster I pedal, the faster I can retire.
Lance Armstrong
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The next section Deals primarily with those who have chosen to move to another country – in particular countries with lower cost of living ratios. Because of the challenges involved in such a move, websites, pictures and info particular to this kind of move is given here.
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Chapter 1
We should work to live, not live to work. - Anonymous
Let me start off by saying that this is NOT a get rich quick how-to. It’s not even really about retiring early – it’s about making smart choices so a person can do what they want to be doing far earlier than they ever expected.
Usually, people tend to think that living their dream means that they will at some point – if they play the game of life smartly - have the freedom to do whatever they want. That thought lies squarely in the realm of fantasy. Nobody, and I mean nobody – can do whatever they want just because they have money. So, putting that fantasy aside, what is the ‘American Dream’? It basically comes down to this:
Some people will treat life like a bus ride to somewhere, though they have no idea where the bus will go or for how long. They jump on, watch the world go by, entertain themselves with music or a movie on their ipad or friends who come and go during the ride, only to have the bus abruptly stop when their life ends.
Others treat life like they would a sport they love: they (metaphorically) prepare with a specific goal in mind, practice, get the proper equipment, don’t waste time on non-essentials, strengthen core muscles, eat properly, don’t allow themselves to get distracted, and win. And then they do it all over again, and again, and again...Sometimes they come in second or third, but overall, they successfully achieve their goals.
Of course, this is a simplistic view, but it’s not incorrect. Which is better for you? I’d like to think that having goals in mind – real goals that contribute to a happy life is extremely important, but that’s me. It’s what has worked for me and my friends. And that’s what this book is about. After all, I did retire at 45, and I am enjoying my life with my wife by my side. This is my dream, and I’m living it.
Although a large section of this book provides detailed information on how to successfully retire early as I did (the last section partly deals with living in a foreign country), the book is really about living our dreams no matter what they may be, instead of struggling and sometimes dying in the attempt to achieve them.
Each situation is different. You may love your job, and find retiring early the furthest thing from your mind. To people in this situation, David B. Norris once said, “How you spend your time is more important than how you spend your money. Money mistakes can be corrected, but time is gone forever.” As you may have already learned, time wasted gets more and more valuable the older you get. Making the most of your life is important, no matter what age you are or how much you love your career.
On the other hand, you may have dreams you want to fulfill unrelated to work, but find yourself financially trapped with seemingly no way out. To many, this dream involves an early retirement but to others, it can be anything from owning a nice mortgage-free home to travelling the world to living on a sailboat to motorcycling the continent to...
Seems impossible, doesn’t it? There are many possibilities, but they all fall under the title – how to live your dream, not die in an attempt to achieve them. In the following pages you’ll meet real people who have done just that with very little, and they’ve done it all because they learned how to do it. You’ll also read how my wife and I, a regular couple, retired at 45 without winning the lottery or investing in schemes or cashing out in stock markets – we don’t even have a pension to rely on. We did not inherit a ton of money (we didn’t inherit anything at all), but we have more than enough for our life choice. Oh, and yes, we’re retired, not semi-retired or partially employed. We visit places like this...

...every two weeks, and I cycle every day through high mountain passes. (Yes, I took that picture, and those are my friends.) I’m 47, and have been doing this for two years. We enjoy visiting deserted beaches like this one, and our hobby is finding the perfect Pacific and Carib islands – undeveloped, deserted, cheap to get to, clean and with crystal clear waters. Here’s another one:

How do I and my wife do this? You’ll find out as you read the following chapters.
A confession: You will not read anywhere in these pages about seminars or courses or other books you have to buy to get the ‘complete package.’ You will find no pie-in-the-sky unachievable program to follow - in fact, you’ll read the exact opposite. There are no risky investments, other than possibly buying a home, and no specific “10 steps to follow to retire rich” instructions. This is not a “How To Get Rich With no Effort” essay written by a 23 year-old someone who has a PhD in economics. I have no PhDs of any kind, and although I did go to technical college for my apprenticeship and have my licences as a Tool and Die Maker and Machinist (I was a Program Manager before I decided to quit without severance or pension), my only claim here comes from my own experience and those of others I have met in similar circumstances.
As such, I am in a somewhat unique position to give it: My wife and I were able to retire because:
We made generally good decisions;
We’ve travelled extensively and asked lots of questions;
We applied what we learned from others;
We thought out of the box and did our homework, and once we did we weren’t afraid to take the plunge. (Well, we were but we did it anyway.)
In this book, that is exactly what you will get – real life experiences, including our own. Nothing speaks better than saying, “This couple retired / travelled the world / lived their dream by doing this...” Will it work for you? Only you can decide. However, real experiences may protect you from the pitfalls that have destroyed others.
At the moment, we’re in Central America – a haven for many other expatriates that retired early. We’ve asked them how they did it, compared notes and came to stunning conclusions. You’ll find specific details in the last few chapters. You’ll read of various people who are multi-millionaires – ones who started off homeless or with next to no schooling; those living happily up in the cool mountain air or on tropical beaches, or others living exactly as they wish to live. Most of them have one thing in common – They aren’t rich, and yet they manage to live far more comfortably than they would back ‘home’.
Others we have met have gone a different route, following their personal quests. One man – a hiker from France I met on my daily bike ride has been walking the world and wants to circumnavigate it in ten years. Before you laugh, you should know that he previously biked Central America for five years.
We’ve met dozens who have set off biking or motorcycling from North to South America, or even from Europe to the Americas. As I meet these mostly young people, I always asked, “How did you make this possible?” I have yet to meet one person who said, “My parents are rich,” or “I won the Lottery.” Their freedom to do what they chose to do is equal parts smart research and equal parts refusing to let fear of the unknown rule their lives. Both of these points are critical – having control over this means you have control over your life, instead of allowing your decisions to be ruled by ignorance or fear. Now, this isn’t a case for making poorly thought out decisions in a sort of ‘NO FEAR’ bumper sticker mentality. NO FEAR usually equals MUCH STUPIDITY. It has everything to do with not allowing poorly thought out fears to ruin well thought out plans.
As you can see, this book is ridiculously cheap. It’s not written to have you part with your hard-earned cash. I wrote it simply because I’m a nice guy and hate seeing people lose their homes or live in misery because they somehow - in many cases through no fault of their own (or sometimes because of it), lost control of their lives. I also get frustrated when I read well meaning books telling us how to get rich, as if that’s the secret of a happy and early retirement. It’s not, and in many cases the advice given, though generally sound, is nearly impossible for the average human to follow.
In the fear mentality I just mentioned, some can retire but think they can’t, simply because they’ve been conditioned to believe that. (We’ll get into this later on.) And of course, there’s the other group, the late teenagers or early twenty-somethings that have a ton of choices to make, and are bombarded at every corner by our consumer society propaganda telling them what they should be doing...
There’s an easier way. All anyone has to do to see what works is to see what others have done. That is what you will find in this book.
Chapters are generally set up by age group and some conclude with Chapter Lessons. Two or three examples are a conglomeration of various true experiences, but most others are based on real events in the lives of individuals (all names have been changed). Keep in mind that all experiences are lessons that I or others have learned – they may or may not apply to you. They should never be followed simply because it worked for us or those in the provided examples. Research is key here, and our experiences may help you find alternatives to the hamster wheel so many find themselves in.
Chapter 2
"The measure of a man's wealth is in proportion to the number of things he can do without." (Ben Franklin)
Let’s take a look at our first example, which has everything to do with my funky title.
Most people hope to live the dream, but many die attempting to achieve it. Everyone wants to retire early, healthy and with loads of money in the bank. Sometimes the finer details change - The large house with land out in the country is the present dream, but it wasn’t too long ago that the pretty house with the white picket fence in the small town was it. What changed?
Primarily, attitudes. Today, a house out in the country is what all our friends talk about and has become the new fad, which is by the way the polar opposite of frugal and its bitter enemy. (FADS. Remember that word.) Tomorrow, it might be the wonderful downtown condo in the historical district with major shopping and conveniences at your doorstep...
Herein lies problem #1 – people are searching for a dream that keeps changing, all in an effort to be happy.
In the pursuit of the difficult, people tend to forget the important.
Likely you’ve noticed it – neighbours that have suffered through health problems, a divorce or two, family issues, financial crisis, high stress from demanding jobs - all because of their attempts at reaching the current dream. All of you know the stories. Here’s one:
Joe Smith has a pretty house but he’s not happy. For years, he and his wife have dreamed of living out in the country. However, with the bills, mortgage payments for house and cottage, loans for the truck, boat and dirt bikes and so on, living in the country had been an impossible goal - until now.
Joe has accepted a new job in a busy company. With the significant pay raise, he can now afford to carry a larger mortgage, so they look for and buy their dream country home.
One year later, business has slowed. His company has shocked the workers by laying off people who had been employed for fifteen or more years. Joe looks at his seniority and realizes he will likely be next. Unfortunately, with the purchase of the new home one year before and all the new furniture that went with a bigger home, finances are extremely tight. To make matters worse, the long hours have put an emotional strain on the already weakened marriage, and wife is threatening divorce.
Between the possibility of divorce and the threat of losing his job, Joe suffers a heart attack and is hospitalized. Two months later, he’s barely able to return to work.
I’m sure we can all immediately pick out some major mistakes Joe did.
He was financed to the hilt and was already living paycheck to paycheck.
He had complicated his life with too many expensive toys and hobbies.
He had neglected his family.
He worsened the matter by diving into a large purchase instead of paying his debts and working on more important things, such as strengthening family bonds.
Joe did many mistakes, but there was a major one, one that has plagued most of western society for the last one hundred years - the wrong kind of debt.
In an attempt to understand this phrase, let’s analyze a few of his purchases.
Because of the boat and dirt bikes, he decided he needed a pickup truck with cab that could carry the four and all the cargo to the cottage.
Cost of new pickup: $30,000
Two dirt bikes: $14,000
Boat: $27,000
On top of this were the yearly boat, truck, dirt bike and toy insurances plus trail fees plus maintenance expenses. Total loan is $81,000.
In 10 years, how much will these items be worth?
Truck: $6,000
Boat: $7,000
Dirt bikes: $3,500 for both
Total: $16,500
How much did Joe lose in 10 years with this little bundle of fun? About $135,000 after you include insurances, trail passes, maintenance and interest. Incredible, isn’t it? Worse yet, he’s still paying the loan, which he whittled down to $38,000! In other words, the loan is far bigger than the worth of his toys. The massive debt was so astounding it contributed to a heart attack.
This doesn’t mean we can’t have hobbies, it simply means we have to be smart about controlling our debt. ‘Fred’ might decide that he really loves dirt biking, but instead of buying a pickup truck, he opts to put a tow hitch on his fuel efficient car and bring the bike north on a trailer. He saves $30,000 doing it this way, and more if he would need a loan to buy the truck.
The same applies with other toys or hobbies, such as boating. If you love it, live near a lake and have the time to spend on it, you might decide that the fun is worth the cost. But what if you have to commute hours to get to your boat and can only make the trip four times a year? Does the ‘fun’ justify the expense?
Ultimately, we each have to decide how we will spend our money and how this impacts our future goals. There will be more on this later, but perhaps another true example is in order.
Two brothers both love boating. One buys a boat at 45, a beautiful 27 footer that cost nearly $100,000. Because it’s his baby, he dutifully cares for it, but has to travel five hours, much of it in aggravating traffic to get where it is moored. Marina and maintenance costs come out to about $4000 per year, and he finds himself able to stay at his boat only four weekends out of each season. On top of this, each weekend out on the boat costs him a full tank of gas, which on the 27 footer’s twin tanks means about $700(yes, this is not a typo). After having his boat for nearly 20 years, he ultimately decides that it was fun, but it wasn’t worth the price. Now at 65 and still with a mortgage, the original $100,000 ($300,000 when compound interest is included, not including marina costs -$80,000, insurance -$10,000, and gas - $2,000 / yr X 20 and maintenance) would have come in handy. Do you think the $430,000 spent for this hobby was worth it?
However, his brother acted differently. He purchased a boat at 60 when he retired early. The boat is a twin of his brother’s and though the owners weren’t quite as careful in the upkeep, everything worked well and it only cost him $5000. He was looking forward to spending much more time on it, and with his mortgage paid he had the means and time to do it.
Which of the two are happier? Which of those two decisions would make you happier?
Consider my example. I love everything turbo and nitrous. A few years ago I decided to buy the Dodge Stealth, a twin turbo sports car with 4 wheel drive and 4 wheel steering. When purchased in 92, it cost the original owner $62,000 +. I know because the bill of sale came with the car. Nine years later, I paid $6,000 for it. In 9 years it depreciated $56,000 for the original owner, and he would have lost even more if he financed it!
These examples are not uncommon. Many of us have cottages that we commute to every weekend. Dirt biking, ATVing, RVs and so on occupy us, and if not that, our chores for the ever increasing home size keep us busy after the long workweek and extra overtime. Sometimes in market downswings, we’re left trying to catch up as we struggle to pay for homes that may be worth less than our mortgage.
And even if we happen to be unusually smart and haven’t fallen into these traps, we all know people who have struggled their whole lives, trying hard to fit into the mold that most were led to believe works, only to reach 65 and find out they have cancer, or their retirement base has eroded, or unforeseen events have eaten away at their savings and so on.
What’s worse is this – at a time when most people hope to live their dreams – at 60 or 65, they die within ten years. Does this make sense?
Here are some more experiences contributed by friends, without any editing except for length:
#1
Health insurance kept me poor for years - I had a decent paying job - but almost 50% of my take home pay was docked for insurance (which I couldn't use because there was still a $2500/person deductible). I wasn't alone. Everyone I knew was just scraping by - and these weren't people with huge houses and fancy cars - we had affordable mortgages and drove used cars. Then the gas & electric rates went up 1500% when deregulation ended - suddenly the mortgage was eclipsed by the payment to keep us warm and lit . . . bottom line - most people live on the margin, it doesn't take much to knock you off - and when you live like that you don't have a safety net of savings or retirement money - you struggle and work until you die...
The east coast USA woman continues later:
The health insurance was completely separate from the 30% they took in taxes, and, of course, the chunk to social security so I can live on cat food when I'm 65!
Since the recession and losing my job we no longer have health insurance (I haven't seen a doctor in years), but we were lucky, we bought our house cheaply so our mortgage is manageable (if we don't eat). After almost three years of playing the 'which bills shall we pay this month' game I am completely exhausted, our savings and retirement accounts are gone, and I'd kill for a night out! Still, we're hanging on, many others aren't.
You have to keep in mind the buried statistic in the recession - yes, unemployment is at 10% which sucks - but underemployment, people who can only get part time work or who have fallen off the unemployment rolls when their benefits ran out after six months but who aren't working (like me), is at 20% - that's almost a third of the country that isn't making enough to live on. Something is going to give, I just hope it isn't me!
#2
I think we are definitely seeing a shift in the U.S. We've got an unbelievable number of people in their 60's, 70's, etc. still paying mortgages! Forty years ago, that would have been considered madness. Greed and expectation has crippled our economy for the most part. Uber-consumerism has become the norm instead of the "dream" future.
I've always paid into my retirement account (as has my husband) but we've got a good percentage of our savings tied into stock that may or may not make it out alive. Now, I'm thinking we would have been better served getting out from under our mortgage as quickly as possible.
As you know, we're experiencing a shift in what we consider to be the American ideal. While a nice, new jet boat and big fancy house would be great, we're hoping to do the exact opposite and "bug out" of the race. Call me old fashioned or whatever, but this recession has been a huge wakeup call for some of us that were over-leveraged. Now that a majority of our countries are in the same shape, it seems like a revival of self-sufficiency and simplicity might be in order.
#3
Somewhere along the line I stumbled across the saying
"The measure of a man's wealth is in proportion to the number of things he can do without." (Ben Franklin).
Stuck in my mind. Couldn't get it out. An opportunity to "cash in our chips" and start over before 40 appeared. We jumped. And the rest, as they say, is history.
No general debt now, but we of course live much more modestly than we used to.
Small mortgage that is less than my old car payments
Grow 80% of our own food (could be 100% but I need me my coffee, tropical fruit and potato chips!)
Most months we now bank 10% of our income, in addition to another 10% to charity (before, on twice the $ we did neither, and had BIG debt)
Still, we're lucky we had zero credit card debt (we have no credit cards) so that's not an issue - of course, the down side is without a credit card the pawnshop becomes your new credit friend!
This person later continued her comment...
this is funny, and I think it speaks volumes:
before moving here and drastically downsizing our "sport-shopping" lifestyle, I had never actually "worn-out" *anything*.
About 2 years after moving here, I went to put on my old jeans to do some gardening and discovered that there was a patch that was threadbare--like, REALLY threadbare. I was perplexed for a moment, as I'd heard of this, of course, but never actually seen it.
In my whole life, I'd never worn out a piece of clothing before. Thinking back, not even shoes. Things used to get a little "old" looking and toss they went. Sometimes to the Goodwill, but more often in the bin.
Now I wear EVERYTHING out. I'm actually really proud of myself when it finally happens.
#4
When the place I worked in for 17 yrs closed down I was fortunate enough to qualify for early retirement (60th birthday 1 month before they closed). So I got a monthly pension, which will go down when I reach 65 by the amount the Govt will pay me at that time. Because they closed they had to pay severance, a nice lump, which I put into stocks. Just in time for the big Wall Street fooh-fah. So, I have a fixed monthly amount. Not much, but no mortgage, no debts.
Now if I make something from writing (beyond the couple of hundred so far) i can travel etc.
Fortunately I have modest tastes and expectations. Would be nice to be off-grid, but that costs. I have a wood stove for heat, own well, veg patch, some cash monthly.
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