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Dedication

It is possibly the same for other Generation Xers, but every

time I hear or read the word ‘dedication’ I can’t stop myself

singing Dire Straits’ ‘Walk of Life’.

As the rest of this book is about reliving memories, I might

as well open the book by pinching a couple of lines. Next,

from the mouth of Renee Zellweger in Jerry Maguire...

To my family — Genevieve, Edward and Amelia — ‘You

complete me’.
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Prologue

Setting the scene ...

The film clip for The Uncanny X-Men’s ‘Everybody Wants to

Work’ starts out with employee Brian Mannix (The X-Men’s

lead singer, playing himself) in his office, on the phone. His

boss, Mr Thompson (played by the late, great Australian

actor and gagster, Maurie Fields), walks into the room.

Mannix is on the phone to his lotto agency after he’s had

some sort of a win.

Mr Thompson: ‘Mannix, you mongrel! Get back to work!’

Mannix: ‘Yes, Mr Thompson.’

Mannix (on phone): ‘Look, sir, how much have I won?’

Mannix grins from ear to ear.

Mannix: ‘Mr Thompson ... gu-e-e-e-ess what!’



Debt is not a financial death sentence.

Not all debt is evil. Debt does not involve selling your soul

to the devil. Debt isn’t the custom-made pair of concrete

boots fitted as you’re thrown into the Hudson River. There’s

no proven link between debt and cancer. Debt played no

part in Princess Diana’s death. Debt doesn’t kill people.

Nor is this book a cheerleader’s chant for debt.

Debt Man Walking (despite what some will inevitably read

into the title) does not urge readers to collect loans like

Barbie dolls or football cards. It does not blindly promote

debt. It does not implore readers to covet credit. It does not

decree, Gordon Gekko–like, that all ‘debt is good’ (although

some of it is okay).

Don’t believe for a second that this book is going to tell

you that you’ll get rich just by backing up your Holden ute

to a bank and borrowing until your nose bleeds. If you

believe that, you misunderstand how dangerous debt can

be. Too much debt, debt used badly, or debt in the hands of

the unsophisticated or untrained investor can be

devastating. ‘Debt is not the messiah! He can be a very

naughty boy!’



Understand this: debt can send you broke. What’s the

definition of a bankrupt? According to the Oxford, it’s ‘an

insolvent debtor’; that is, someone who can’t repay money

they owe others. If you don’t owe others money, you can’t

become bankrupt.

So ... what is this book about then?

Okay. It’s about debt.

But, debt used properly. Debt used strategically. Debt used

to buy the right assets. Debt used, dare I say it, by the right

people. (That’s not racist or sexist. It’s unapologetically

ageist.)

Debt Man Walking is about a holistic attitude to

investment and getting a particular generation to

understand the enormous financial opportunity now before

them and how that generation, if any, is the best-placed

generation to combine their age, appetite for risk and

investment debt to achieve their financial goals.

As a result, the debt part of Debt Man Walking is not a

message aimed at everyone.

It is not aimed at 22-year-olds who’ve just landed their first

job out of university, who are looking to move out of home,

to buy their first car, or are considering donning a backpack

for the first time. If that’s you, put this book down and go

out and party! Save some dough, then blow the lot around

Europe, or (my favourite) South America. In fact, buy

yourself a one-way ticket, land yourself a dead-end job and

what doesn’t get drunk in an Earl’s Court pub should be

splurged doing silly things in stupid places. Bum around a

little. Bum around a lot. That’s what your 20s are for. (Plus,

the humour in this book probably won’t make much sense to

you.)

Neither is the central message of Debt Man Walking aimed

at 60-year-olds. If you are looking to retire, have never used

investment gearing before, or have worked your whole life

in the hope that you’ll finally pay off your home loan with



your last pay cheque, then hand this book to the kids and

go enjoy your retirement. This book is too late for you. You

might have already understood investment debt and used it

to create your wealth during your working life. Or you didn’t.

Either way, you’re probably beyond gearing up for the first

time now. You might end up losing everything you’ve ever

worked for with one major property or sharemarket

downturn. (Plus, the humour in this book probably won’t

make much sense to you, either.)

Debt Man Walking is for Generation X.

‘Who?’

Generation X, if you take a fairly wide definition, is those

people born in the ‘60s and ‘70s. Some will argue that’s too

broad. It doesn’t really matter. This book will be relevant to

younger Baby-Boomer ‘oldies’ and some older Generation Y

‘kids’.

Here’s a better test.

If you remember The Uncanny X-Men and Molly’s

Melodramas ... If you still had ‘youth’ when the Berlin Wall

fell, Challenger exploded and Halley’s Comet passed by ... If

you can remember when Madonna was married to Sean

Penn and pretended to be virginal (long before the pointy

boobs) ... If the only Russian words you know are

‘perestroika’ and ‘glasnost’, but you can’t remember what

they mean ... If you can remember when Neighbours was on

Seven and Kylie was singing about train travel ... If the

words ‘Dallas’ and ‘shot’ remind you of JR Ewing (rather

than JFK) and a real romantic tragedy was Mulder and Scully

never jumping in the sack ...

...then you’re probably, roughly, roundabout, a Gen Xer.

This book is for you.

Its primary purpose is financial — to get you to think

outside the Rubik’s Cube. To get you to understand that

where you are now is the perfect position to plan to combine

your income, your (relative) youth and your ability to take a



risk with a dash of ‘great’ debt to achieve financial dreams.

It might bring back some pleasant and/or nasty flashbacks

from the ‘70s, ‘80s and ‘90s. But at least the humour is

likely to make some sense.

In the never-ending financial battle of good versus evil,

Debt Man Walking hopes to swing a little lightsabre down on

some debt and investment myths. Debt Man will show why

there’s actually three types of debt (the DOG of Debt —

we’ll explain this DOG in step 6), why there are five

universal financial rules (they’ll work the same in Rio de

Janeiro as they will in Rockhampton) and five peculiarly

Australian rules (they probably don’t even work in Rotorua,

much less Rome). These are the basic rules understood

implicitly by people who have already made money.

What’s risk? Sure, it’s a solo cava-drinking session with the

natives in Vanuatu, getting tear gassed in La Paz or turning

your back on your bags at Roma Termini. It can also be

buying investments that affect your health. It’s great being

rich, but pointless if it caused you to die (or lose your hair)

before you’re 50.

And lastly, what this book is not. This is not a book about

the basics of saving.

Debt Man Walking does not focus on telling you how to

save $10 to $15 a week by cutting out a morning coffee,

$20 a month with an offset account on your mortgage, or

how to save money by switching insurance companies.

These are great habits to learn, but there are dozens of

good (and bad) books out there that cover those topics in

great detail (they’re as common as a mullet at a Blue Light

disco). If this book makes any assumptions about its

readers, it’s that you understand these basics and you’re

wondering what the next step is.

In fact, Debt Man Walking challenges the assumptions of

some of those common money ‘rules’. Should Gen Xers

really ‘save to invest’, or should they ‘invest to save’?



Should you really pay off the mortgage before beginning an

investment strategy? In this age of heightened

environmental awareness, what is debt recycling and why

might you get down and dirty with it? How could 15 minutes

of care now, rather than when you turn 55, potentially

double your super?

Did Monopoly teach you enough about property to make

you a mogul? If you make a lifestyle choice not to buy a

home, how do you make that decision work financially?

Think you’re pretty savvy? Well, do you spend 10 hours

doing something badly that you could pay a professional to

do properly in an hour?

Sooooo ... this is the premise from which Debt Man

Walking starts. I hope it’s different from any other personal

finance books you may have read. We certainly grew up in a

different era. It was an era when the decades-long Cold War

suddenly ended, when Australia was still producing Nissans,

when Bon Scott was still the lead singer of AC/DC, when

fluorescent clothes were still considered fashionable

(seriously, were they really?) and when smoking in cinemas

was still legal (as was, unbelievably, cigarette advertising).

Debt Man Walking walks to a different beat. And if the

concept grabs you, there are details at the end of the book

on how you can take these principles one step further.

Generation X

‘Hi, I’m Bruce and I’ll be your author and guide for today.

I’d like to welcome you to the Debt Man Walking book tour.

We’ve got what I hope you’ll find is an interesting book

ahead of us. I hope you brought your tax file numbers — the

ones they started handing out in the bicentenary year, 1988

— you’ll certainly need those. And for those of you who did

bring your Sony Walkmans, thank you, I’ll show you where

you can drop them off for recycling a little later. For legal



reasons, I’ll assume that you’ve all read the introduction and

understand that this is not a book tour for everyone.

‘Hey, you sir! You with the cardigan and the bi-focals, I

think you’ve joined the wrong tour. I think you’re after the

How to Survive in Retirement on $14 a Week tour. You’ll

need to head back to the bookshop, old man. They’ll be

handing out government-funded Zimmer frames to those

who need them on that one, and you might be able to get

access to your superannuation while you’re there, sir!

‘And you, the impatient young woman sending an SMS!

Would I be right in assuming that you’re after the Time to

Leave Home and Get a Job tour? Yes? Well, that bus left a

few minutes ago. You’ll have to wait for the next one. Missy,

don’t have a hissy fit! It’s okay. We know your type. There’s

another one leaving in about 27 seconds, if you can wait

that long.

‘Sheesh, some people. Generation X! Is it that hard to

understand? The rest of you look about right. Were you all

born in the ‘60s and 70s? If you think you’re actually

probably the MTV Generation, that’s okay, you’re in the

right place. Hands up all those who remember Miami Vice.

Goooood. The Love Boat? Fantastic. Did all you girls wear

legwarmers, à la Flashdance? And did you boys own a pair

of Dunlop Volleys, adidas Romes or Converse shoes? Hum a

few bars to ‘The Reflex’ by Duran Duran? Brilliant!

Remember Mad Max? Yep? That’s Absolutely Fabulous!

Looks like the rest of us are right to start.’

Weekends spent writing books are weekends not spent

with your wife at the wineries in a bed and breakfast, with

your kids at the beach, with your mates playing golf (except

that Smithy would never join us anyway, of course) or

having a beer at the footy. Not that I’m looking for

sympathy.



So, when those friends who I don’t catch up with often

enough asked what this book was about, my answer was

that it was a finance book specifically for Generation X.

The next thing they’d ask is ‘Am I Generation X?’

I found this a little unsettling. I was born in December

1970, which makes me smack bang in the middle of what

has come to be known as Generation X. Like most people,

most of my friends are within a few years of my age, so they

are not just part of Gen X, they are its heart and soul.

That they didn’t know that they are Gen Xers was a

concern. If this book was designed to appeal to Generation

X, but Generation X didn’t know who it was, then perhaps

the whole strategy/idea needed a rethink. After much

discussion with a few other book insiders for this project

(wife Genevieve and commissioning editor Kristen

Hammond), it was decided that no, it didn’t. You’ll just need

to take their minds for a little walk down memory lane. It’ll

come back to them.

Who is Generation X?

It could be that we don’t care to remember that we’re

Generation X because they were right. They being the

people who popularised the term — an older generation that

was writing about a younger generation.

‘Generation X’ caught on when Canadian fiction writer

Douglas Coupland used it to describe disaffected youth in

his 1991 book Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated

Culture. The term Generation X became popular when used

in the media as a derogatory phrase to describe a

generation of slackers (hence the 1991 movie Slacker) who

didn’t care and who had no commitment to anything in

particular. They said we lacked optimism, we distrusted

institutions and ‘traditional’ values. They thought that we

were ‘overeducated underachievers’. (Which, of course,



makes us vastly superior to Bart Simpson, who is an

undereducated underachieves And proud of it.)

Hmmm. Sounds to me like they were just talking about

teenagers and 20-somethings being teenagers and 20-

somethings. They insinuated that they weren’t like that

when they were that age (yeah, right!). It’s just that they

got a very catchy term to describe it. An easy label. They

were so impressed with how good and original the term

Generation X was that they haven’t been able to think of

anything else since. If we lacked optimism, they lacked

originality. Generation X is followed by ... Generation Y and

Generation Z.

Whatever. (Interesting in itself: in France, Generation X is

apparently sometimes referred to as ‘Generation Bof’, with

‘bof' being a French expression for indifference, something

like the English use of ‘whatever’.)

What we are not is Baby Boomers. ‘Baby Boomers’ is the

term used to describe the population explosion that

followed the end of World War II. That boom started in 1946.

That’s my Dad (the Old Fart) and my Mum (the Old Bag). Did

someone say we lacked respect for our parents?

Dad was born in October 1946, making him one of the

very first Baby Boomers. Mum was born ... some time later.

(Ha! Scared you, hey Mum!) But she’s definitely a Boomer.

Under the vast majority of definitions, the Boomer

generation went through until at least 1959 or 1960. Then it

becomes a little fuzzy. Some claim it didn’t finish until 1964.

Others say 1967.

And we’re definitely not Generation Y. Where Generation Y

starts, obviously, is dependent on where you think

Generation X finishes. Depending on whose definition you

use, Gen Y could start as late as 1983, or as early as about

1977.

The most common descriptors of Gen Y are that they are

impatient and demanding. Some demographers say that



they are the first generation in which it was standard for

both parents to work and, as a result, they were spoilt rotten

by guilt-ridden, career-driven parents. They haven’t

experienced anything but good times (particularly in

Australia). It’s been one long economic boom since any of

them were old enough to remember. Xers, however, lived

through the ‘recession we had to have’.

If we didn’t find it difficult to get our own first job, there’s a

good chance that a parent lost a job (hand up here) or we

definitely knew someone who did.

If demographers can’t decide on hard and fast rules, then

you’re not going to get me to try to set them down.

I’m not going to pigeon-hole like that for the purposes of

Debt Man Walking. That would be daft and limiting. There

will be readers born in the late ‘50s and early ‘80s who will

identify with Generation Xers and/or who will be able to

benefit/profit from the advice in this book that is appropriate

to them. Therefore, roughly, if you were born in the ‘60s or

‘70s, or just on either side, consider yourself on board Gen X

for the purpose of this book.

What makes Debt Man Walking

specifically for Generation X?

If we accept those rough dates, Generation Xers will be 28

to 48 years of age as at Christmas 2008, soon after this

book was first published. You can make at least two broad

assumptions about people in that age bracket. First, they’ve

finished school/university and been out in the ‘real world’ for

a while, with careers to consider and bills to pay. Second,

very few of them are actively considering retirement.

As a result, Debt Man Walking doesn’t cover the basics of

how to start a savings program. It doesn’t tell you how to

reduce your mobile phone bill or buy the cheapest health



insurance. And it doesn’t ease your concerns about that

nervous shift into retirement. I’m not going to tell you that

you’re crazy unless you’re salary sacrificing the maximum

into super or know that they serve great mutton chops on

bingo night at the RSL. I’m not going to tell you that,

because you already know the former (financial basics) and

it’s too early for you to care about the latter (retirement).

Debt Man Walking covers financial strategies that are

neither for those taxiing to the runway to start their careers,

nor for those who have contacted air traffic control and are

awaiting clearance for landing (or have started their

descent).

It’s for those who are taking off, are approaching, or have

reached cruising altitude. It’s for those people who have

learnt the basics and want to know what’s next.

Dept Man Walking is talking about learning what the next

challenge is and deciding whether or not you want to take that

risk.

Debt Man Walking is talking about learning what the next

challenge is and deciding whether or not you want to take

that risk. It’s talking about shares and property. It’s talking

about potentially taking on investment debt, leveraging and

margin loans. It’s talking about taking out a million dollars

or more of cover to protect yourself and your family and

investment portfolios worth hundreds of thousands and,

potentially, millions of dollars. And it’s talking about those

years when you’ve got the money to achieve long-term

goals and enough of a working life left to see those plans

through.

It doesn’t matter if you’re single, married, divorced, have

one tin lid or a tribe, or have a Brady Bunch–style blended

family. Debt Man Walking takes the Seinfeld oath — ‘Not

that there’s anything wrong with that!’ — if you’re gay. It

doesn’t matter if you’re a committed lifelong renter or have



a mortgage you’re dying to get rid of. This book is aimed at

getting a generation to understand that they can achieve

anything they want — because they have the time — so

long as they understand the basic rules of finance.

Speaking of which ... yes, sadly, there are rules. But don’t

despair. They’re not complex; I’ve Dumb and Dumber-ed

them down. And understanding them is absolutely critical,

so they’re near the start.

‘Everybody Wants to Rule the

World’

(Pub trivia ... Q: Which band sang that ‘80s anthem? A: Tears

for Fears. If you didn’t get that, were you off at the toilet

when we had the earlier roll call for this chapter? It’s not too

late to go back and join a more appropriate tour.)

Generation X, we’re next.

The Boomers are coming to the end of their working life,

their reign. And, despite them believing that we were never

going to be trustworthy enough to leave in charge, it will be

up to us to run the planet. Boomers will have to shuffle off

into retirement.

What does ruling the world mean?

It means we’ll have to make the laws as the next

generation of politicians. We’ll actually have to start voting

for some of our own. Or we could just install Natasha Stott

Despoja as Australia’s first democratically elected president

and be done with it. If she could just lean a little further

right ... into the middle ... yep, thanks Natasha, that’s it!

Keep that up and we’ll leave you there for the next decade.

We’ll be running business. The big decisions will be made

by us. Gen Y will have to learn some patience. And the

Boomers will have to stay in the workforce to carry out our

orders a little longer.



We’ll have the biggest salaries. The highest average

salaries currently are for those who are aged 45 to 50

(although it is believed this may shift higher, to 50 to 55, as

we age). After that, the statistics say, workers start getting

thrown on the employment junk heap. Of course, there are

those who go on to become very senior executives, being

paid squillions, but that’s a minority and the maths says the

highest average wages are earned in your late 40s.

That means Generation X has largely got that ahead of

them. Our peak earning ability is still to come. That’s a key

point to this book — you need to understand that most of us

are still to reach the peak of our career and therefore

highest incomes. Even if you’ve done very little in the way

of constructing a financial fortress for yourself up until this

point in your life, you’ve still got plenty of time on your side.

You can take what’s in this book and make your fortune.

If we aren’t making the most of it by the time we get

there, what hope do we have? Hitting your mid-50s and

being ‘downsized’ to make way for younger, cheaper up-

and-comers is not the time to be starting a wealth-creation

program.

Gen X’s balls and chains

We face an uphill battle in many ways. For a start, we’re not

a big generation. The United States originally called us the

Baby Busters. After the baby boom, naturally, came the

baby bust.

But if those damned Boomers haven’t saved enough

money (including government coffers) for themselves, then

we’re going to have to foot the bill. The older Boomers have

already started retiring early. They’ll be retiring en masse

from 2011, when the first of them hit age 65. That’s going to

create a constant employment vacuum until as late as

2030. That means fewer workers trying to support more on


