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We envision an
investment world
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understandable,
rewarding and
accessible to

all peaple.
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“IT’s FRUITCAKE WEATHER!”

My friend Stephen likes to make fruitcakes. I
try to point out to him that most people don’t
care for fruitcake. That they make jokes about
them — about using them for doorstops, or
about there really being only one fruitcake that
gets shunted from one person to the next during

the holidays.

No matter. Stephen smiles at these witticisms
and goes on about his work, acquiring dried
dates and pecans, and candying fruit throughout
the year. All this culminates late fall in a frenzy
of mixing and baking, soaking and wrapping,
that result in a heap of shiny foil packages to
be handed out to family and friends during the
holiday season. And I have to admit, despite all
the cholesterol and calories, they are pretty tasty.

Around our house, we have developed an annual
tradition. Once Stephen has all his ingredients
together and launches in on the baking, I pull
out a book of short stories and read aloud to
him Truman Capote’s “A Christmas Memory.

Perhaps you are familiar with this story. It’s
about a young boy and his spinster cousin who
is in her sixties. Each year in late fall they make
a batch of fruitcakes together
which they then send
off to President
Roosevelt and
others. This
story 1is a
treasure.

»

These days, I think we have a need for such
traditions and stories. In my work as an invest-
ment analyst it appears that our society is in
bad shape. This is not based on doomsday
“Chicken Little” hysteria. When one looks
dispassionately at the political, economic and
capital market conditions, the picture is dis-
turbing. Aside from the well-known global
political turmoil, there is a litany of other
indications of trouble: budget deficits, high
unemployment, trade deficits, rising interest
rates, the unstable Dollar, to name a few. And
when one looks at the underlying trends, it
appears that the situation will get worse.

However, my purpose here is not to make people
any more uncomfortable than they already
are! And I'll spare you my political opinions.
Nevertheless, I would like to talk about money.
Certainly this is an important aspect of the
troubles we have been experiencing recently.
Here are some thoughts.

First, what really is money? Often we think
of it as dollar bills, or perhaps gold coins.
They are only pieces of paper, though, or pieces
of shiny metal. These days what we think of
as money is hardly tangible at all. It may be
numbers on a financial statement, or simply
ephemeral images on a computer screen.

All these are symbols of something that is not
tangible at all. Money is an agreement between
people about the value of goods and work. It
represents our interconnectedness — as well as
our responsibility — to each other.

As an investment advisor, I see a multitude of
ways that people relate to money. Some become
very swept up in it. They expend extraordinary
efforts to make a lot of it, or amass big portfolios.
Sometimes they become obsessed with it.




On the other hand, I also often see people who shun money
— who are fearful or disdainful of it and want to have nothing
to do with it. Perhaps this is due to the many ugly things that
frequently come up in connection with money.

In itself, though, money is not evil. In fact, it represents our
desire to get along with each other, to work together, and to
improve our living conditions in this world. When we recognize
it in this sense, money is for the good.

When evil comes up around money, it’s because we fail to
acknowledge the responsibility that goes along with it. As a
contract between people, it must be treated with great respect.
If we fail to honor that contract, or abuse it, much harm can
result. The recent corporate accounting scandals and stock
market manipulations come to mind.

Furthermore, our culture constantly bombards us with messages
that define wealth materially. How much money do you make?
What kind of car do you drive? How big is your IRA? Over
and over, we are pushed to think of wealth in that way. And
yet, particularly as we grow older, we begin to understand
that much of this is the antithesis of true wealth.

Having a lot of money is a considerable burden. This is demon-
strated by the troubles that many people who own a lot of
money have with it. To handle money wisely and responsibly
requires a lot of work and care.

No wonder many choose to avoid it. Nevertheless, while dis-
tancing ourselves from greed or excessive materialism — we are
still connected to one another. If we attempt to run away from
our concerns around money, that isn’t acting responsibly, either!

The point I'm trying to get at is this: as our society grapples
with ongoing financial scandals and economic woes, it’s clear
to me that we have a lot of problems around money. If we are
going to really get at these problems — and ultimately at the
deeper problems that confront our world today — we will have
to change our values around money. What do we think about
it?. How do we handle it in relation to each other? What in
fact are we trying to accomplish with it in this world?

It’s truly beautiful outside today. The sky is brilliant blue. The
sun is warm — although there’s a crispness in the air that tells
me we are now headed into winter, a season of cold and dark-
ness. It’s also a season of many different kinds of holidays.
Of family and fruitcakes.

Soon Stephen will be getting out his candied pineapple and I'll
be getting out my book of short stories — though as many years
as I've been reading it to him, I now almost know it by heart.

As I was writing these notes today, I thought about one passage
in the story, towards the end. It's where the young boy and his
aging cousin talk about the gifts that they would like to give
to each other. Living in the rural South in the Depression, they
have almost no money, and what few pennies they have they
spend on their fruitcakes.

He would like to buy her a whole pound of chocolate covered
cherries. She would like to give him a bicycle. Here’s what she
has to say about it:

“If only I could, Buddy. It’s bad enough in life to do without
something you want; but confound it, what gets my goat is not
being able to give somebody something you want them to have.”

Instead, they make kites for each other, which they then run
off to fly together on the hillside, and ultimately they go on to
their separate fates. Despite all the years that I've been reading
this story to Stephen, I can never do so without choking up at
the end. And, if truth be told, Stephen’s been known at times
to wipe a tear out of the corner of his eye, standing over his
mixing bowl of fruitcake batter.

However you and your loved ones celebrate the holidays, may
this season for all be one of joy, prosperity, and peace.
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