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It was around 10 a.m., and James
Altucher, perhaps the world’s least
likely success guru, was packing his
worldly possessions, about 15 items,
into a small canvas bag.

“If I were to die, my kids get this
bag,” Mr. Altucher said sardonically
as he packed his laptop, iPad, three
sets of chinos, three T-shirts and a
Ziploc bag filled with $4,000 worth
of $2 bills (“People always remem-
ber you if you tip with $2 bills,” he
said), and departed a friend’s Man-
hattan loft.

A few months ago, the boyish
48-year-old let the lease expire on
his Cold Spring, N.Y., apartment,
and dumped or donated most of
what he owned, more than 40 gar-
bage bags of sheets, dishes, clothes,
books, his college diploma, even
childhood photo albums. Since then,
he’s been bouncing among friends’
apartments and Airbnb rentals.

It is not that he is down on his
luck. Several of the 16 books he
has written, including his 2013 per-
sonal-empowerment manifesto,
“Choose Yourself,” continue to sell
briskly. His weekly podcasts, “The
James Altucher Show,” featuring
interviews with people as diverse
as Ron Paul and Luther Campbell
of 2 Live Crew, and “Question of
the Day,” with Stephen Dubner, are
downloaded about two million times
a month.

Mr. Altucher is simply practicing
what he preaches. Over the last five
years, this former tech entrepre-
neur, venture capitalist and finan-
cial pundit has reinvented himself,
preaching survival in an era when
the American Dream — the col-
lege diploma, the corner office, the
three-bedroom home — seems like
a sham. So he has shed all of them.

“In the past 25 years, income has
gone down for the 18-to-35-year-
olds, student loan debt is at an all-
time high,” Mr. Altucher said. “We
had $3 trillion in bailout money,
and income inequality got higher
than ever. People feel like they were
scammed.”

Mr. Altucher appeals to the anx-
ious middle class, the downsized
and the dispossessed who have pro-
pelled the populism of Bernie Sand-
ers and Donald J. Trump.

But what makes Mr. Altucher
stand out are his Cassandra-like
conclusions. College, he says, is a
waste of money. Although he grad-
uated from Cornell, Mr. Altucher
argues that in a world where mil-
lennials feel like debt serfs and
entry-level professional jobs are
scarce investing the money with
even a 5 percent return would offer
greater financial benefit over a life-
time, he wrote in a blog post.

Similarly, he believes homeown-
ership is a rip-off foisted upon un-

witting citizens by a $14 trillion
mortgage industry.

It’s a worldview rooted in Mr. Al-
tucher’s life. In the 1990s, he made
millions with a web-design compa-
ny that counted Sony and Miramax
as clients. Soon, he and his wife,
Anne (they divorced in 2010), were
living in a 5,000-square-foot loft in
TriBeCa he bought for $1.8 million
and spent $1 million renovating.
The lavish lifestyle did not fill his
emotional void. “I felt like I needed
$100 million to be happy,” he said.
“So I just started investing in all
these other companies, and they
were just stupid companies. Zero of
these investments worked out.”

As his fortunes collapsed, he was
forced to sell his apartment for a $1
million loss. To reclaim his wealth,
he set his sights on the stock mar-
ket. He read more than a hundred
books on investing, and wrangled a
job writing for James Cramer’s site,
TheStreet, and later The Financial
Times.

But his fortunes crumbled again
during the financial crisis. His
hedge fund ran out of gas, various
start-ups died, writing gigs dried
up. He decided to chronicle his fail-
ures on a personal blog, which he
named Altucher Confidential.

“I just said, ‘I’ve made every mis-
take in the book: Here’s what they
are,’” Mr. Altucher said.

Instead of touting the latest hot
mutual fund, he wrote posts like
“10 Reasons You Should Never
Own Stocks Again.” He confessed
thoughts of suicide. He soon discov-
ered a sizable audience of people
whose dreams had gone bad. But
Mr. Altucher seems like an unlikely

person to look to for solace. Bookish
and contrarian, this skinny comput-
er geek from North Brunswick, N.J.,
is like the anti-self-help star.

Mr. Altucher’s positive tone is

helpful. “I am an optimist,” he said.
“Basically, I’ve been down on the
floor so many times, I know now
that I can always bounce back.”

His philosophy is clearly articu-
lated in “Choose Yourself,” which he
summarized: “If you don’t choose
the life you want to live, chances
are, someone else is going to choose
it for you. And the results are proba-
bly not going to be pretty.”

A key tenet of the book is the Dai-
ly Practice, a wellness regimen that
comprises the physical (eat well,
try to go to sleep by 9 p.m. and rise
by 5 a.m., break a sweat for at least
10 minutes a day), emotional (be
around people you love, who love
you), mental (write a list of 10 ideas
each day to exercise the “idea mus-
cle” before it atrophies) and spiritual
(feel gratitude every day). He calls
them the four pillars of happiness.

You do not have to be Mark Zuck-
erberg to be an entrepreneur. “You
can learn basic web development,”
he said. “You can go to Codecademy.
com, learn the basic skills in three
months.”

Thanks to self-publishing, al-
most anyone can write books.
“Everybody is or can be an expert
on something,” he said. He would
know. “Choose Yourself,” which Mr.
Altucher self-published on Amazon,
sold more than a half-million copies,
he said, and made The Wall Street
Journal’s best-seller list.

Mr. Altucher disputes that he is a
guru. “Advice is autobiography,” he
said. “I only say what has worked
for me, and then others can choose
to try it or not.”

Besides, what worked yesterday
may not work tomorrow.
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KEEPING IT SIMPLE James Altucher gave up his apartment and pared his possessions to 15 items. He sleeps in friends’
apartments or rents rooms on Airbnb. On his blog, he chronicles his personal financial fallout and offers contrarian advice.

Had you been prescient enough to
buy shares of a low-cost stock index
fund on President Barack Obama’s
first inauguration day, on Jan. 20,
2009, you would have tripled your
money.

Stock market performance of this
level has rarely been surpassed, yet
it has not been as widely celebrated.
The reason may be that the current
bull market is suspect because it
came after one of the worst declines
in stock market history.

“Politicians almost seem embar-
rassed to talk about the stock mar-
ket,” said Paul Hickey, co-founder
of the Bespoke Investment Group.
“But when you look at it, the record

of the market under Obama is kind
of incredible.”

Buying stock wasn’t the obvious
thing to do when Mr. Obama took
office. The United States was still
in the grips of the most severe eco-
nomic downturn since the Great
Depression, and the Dow Jones
industrial average had declined
34 percent over the previous 12
months — and was still dropping.
People were fleeing.

Mr. Hickey found that since 1900,
the Obama presidency has been
the third best for stock investors.
Market performance has been bet-
ter only during the presidencies of
Calvin Coolidge, a Republican, in
the Roaring ’20s; and Bill Clinton, a
Democrat, from 1993 to early 2001.

The market under President
Obama has risen 11.8 percent. That

compares with 25.5 percent for Pres-
ident Coolidge and 15.9 percent for
President Clinton. It exceeds the
Dow’s performance for everyone
else, including three Republicans
who were known for being pro-busi-
ness and for tenures that coincided
with strong stock markets: Ronald
Reagan, with 11.3 percent; Dwight D.
Eisenhower, with 10.4 percent; and
George H. W. Bush, with 9.7 percent.

Since 1900, the market has per-
formed better under Democrats,
with a 6.7 percent annualized gain
for the Dow, compared with a 3 per-

cent gain under Republicans. Is it
reasonable to conclude that Dem-
ocratic presidents are better for
stock investing than Republicans
are? Probably not. It is difficult to
demonstrate a strong cause and
effect. But Mr. Hickey tried: “Dem-
ocrats spread the money around
more than Republicans do, stimu-
lating consumer spending, which
is good for the economy and for the
stock market,” he said, but this is
hard to quantify.

There are two obvious reasons
for the market’s performance in
the Obama years. One is that Mr.
Obama had fortuitous timing. The
market and the economy were in
such bad shape when he took of-
fice that the market was likely to
rebound. The second factor is that
the Federal Reserve brought short-

term rates close to zero.
Fed interest rate policy may be

the single most important factor
behind the stock market boom. Low
rates may even be affecting the
presidential election, as Ned Davis
Research suggests in a recent note
to clients. “The stock market action
so far this year is very much align-
ing up to support an incumbent par-
ty retaining the White House,” said
Ed Clissold, a co-author of the note.

A major market decline before the
election could shift matters.

This kind of analysis implies that
the stock market is affecting the
country’s mood and political align-
ment. Investors may not give the
president credit for their returns.
But for those fortunate enough to
hold stock, they are heartening: It’s
been a splendid market.
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Talking Points

Planning College Football
The N.F.L. puts out its schedule
roughly five months in advance of
the season. Then there is college
football. For those who like to make
plans 15 years ahead of time, this is
the sport for you. Several factors —
including money, of course — have
inspired officials at big-time football
programs to schedule games that
will not take place for another decade
or more. Arizona and Nebraska have
scheduled a game for Sept. 13, 2031.

Growing Older, and Happier
Older people tend to be happier than
younger people, and their happi-
ness increases with age, a study in
the Journal of Clinical Psychiatry
reports. Researchers found that
older age was associated with higher
levels of happiness, and lower levels
of anxiety, depression and stress.
Older people tended to have better
mental health. “Brain studies show
that the amygdala in older people
responds less to stressful or negative
images than in a younger person,”
said the senior author, Dr. Dilip V.
Jeste. “This is good news for young
people, too. You have something to
look forward to.”

Soda Tax Takes Effect
Economists believe taxing sugary
drinks causes people to drink less of
them, but it’s controversial. A new
study confirms the impact. Research-
ers followed residents of several
low-income communities in Berkeley,
San Francisco and Oakland around
the time that Berkeley voters passed
the country’s first big soda tax in
2014. The study found that, in the
four months after the tax took effect
last year, self-reported consumption
of sugary drinks fell by 21 percent in
Berkeley, but rose by 4 percent in the
other two cities. The study also found
that the Berkeley residents reported
drinking more water.

Miss a Train, Hear a Tune
If your dash through a crowded rail-
way station ends with the doors shut
in your face as the train pulls away, it
would be better
if you happened
to be in France.
The national
railroad compa-
ny, S.N.C.F., has
installed pianos
in nearly 100 sta-
tions. They are free
for anyone to play,
and travelers have been doing just
that. You might hear Edith Piaf’s “La
Foule” or the Fantaisie-Impromptu
by Chopin, but it won’t be performed
by a paid musician, or even a street
entertainer busking for coins.

Since 1900, the market
has performed better
under Democrats.
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James Altucher’s tales of
crashing and burning find
a receptive audience.

Guru Bases Success on Failures
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The Obama Years: The Best of Times to Be a Stock Investor

James Altucher’s
Life Lessons

1College is a waste.
A degree has become a
costly luxury in today’s
world, Mr. Altucher says.

In “40 Alternatives to College,”
he argues that young adults
could travel the world, educate
themselves online and start a
business with the same money
they may spend on college.

2 Home ownership is a
scam.
“Nobody should put
more than 5 to 10 percent

of their portfolio, their assets,
in any one investment,” he said.
“But when people buy a home,
they go crazy. They put like 50,
60, 70 percent of their net worth
into this one investment. It’s
illiquid, so when times are hard,
you can’t sell it.”

3 Stocks are a racket.
After financial failure,
Mr. Altucher started a
personal blog to chroni-

cle his stock market experience.
He wrote posts like “10 Reasons
You Should Never Own Stocks
Again.” (Reason No. 1: You’re
not that good at it.)


