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Maxim: Wealth is what you don’t see. — Morgan Housel

Riches are easy to spot. Wealth is not. The difference decides who still has choices
twenty years from now.

The money you can see is usually money that has already been spent.

In June 2014, Ronald Read died in Brattleboro, Vermont, aged 92. After the Second World War he had
worked at a petrol station and later as a janitor at a JCPenney store. He drove a second-hand Toyota
Yaris. Then his will was read, and the town learnt that this quiet man had built a fortune of about $8
million, CNBC reported. He left $1.2 million to the local library and $4.8 million to the hospital.

There was no inheritance, no lottery and no trick. At his death he owned at least 95 stocks, including
long-held blue chips such as Procter & Gamble, JPMorgan Chase, General Electric and Dow
Chemical. A friend told reporters that if Read earned $50 in a week, he probably invested $40 of it.

What nobody in Brattleboro could see was the whole point. For decades the only evidence of his
wealth was an absence: the car he did not upgrade, the things he did not buy, the money that never
turned into stuff.

What the eye cannot count
Morgan Housel, a partner at the Collaborative Fund, put this into words in a 2018 essay that later grew
into his book The Psychology of Money. “We tend to judge wealth by what we see,” he wrote, yet
wealth “is what you don’t see. It’s the cars not purchased. The diamonds not bought.” It is, he argued,
money in the bank that has not yet been converted into the things you see (Collaborative Fund).

That makes wealth unusually hard to learn. You can watch a well-off neighbour’s car, phone and
holidays and copy all three. You cannot watch the SIP he never stopped or the upgrade he skipped,
because there is nothing to look at. Most of us therefore learn the visible half of the lesson, the
spending, and miss the half that matters.

Housel adds a second twist, which he calls the man in the car paradox. When you see someone in an
expensive car, you rarely think the driver is impressive. You imagine how impressive you would look in
it. The admiration people hope to buy with visible spending mostly lands on the object, not the owner.
It is an expensive way to be ignored.

And the thing wealth does buy is invisible too. In the same essay, Housel says a key use of wealth is
to control your time and give you options. Nobody can see options. They show up only on the day you
need them: the job you can walk away from, the illness you can afford to treat, the downturn you can
sit through without selling.
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Same house, different scoreboard
Read is an extreme case, and an honest telling has to say so. Frugality alone did not make him rich.
He owned good businesses for decades through a long, strong run in American shares, and few
janitors anywhere end up with $8 million. The lesson is not that everyone can repeat his result. It is
that his result was invisible until the very end.

The pattern shows up at the other end of the wealth scale too. Warren Buffett still lives in the Omaha
house he bought in 1958. In Berkshire Hathaway’s 2010 shareholder letter he wrote that for the
$31,500 he paid, his family gained 52 years of terrific memories, and he warned that a house can
become a nightmare for buyers who stretch too far, as Benzinga recounted. One of the richest people
alive chose not to make his money visible where he lives.

Indian households, taken together, are drifting the other way. RBI data reported by Business Standard
put net household financial savings at about 5% of gross national disposable income in 2023-24,
barely up from 4.9% the year before. In the same year, the new financial liabilities households took on
rose to 6.1%. More was borrowed than was added to net financial savings.

That is not proof of a spending spree. Much of the borrowing buys homes, which are real assets, and
the figures move from year to year. But it shows how strong the pull of the visible is. Every festive
season, the showroom sells the EMI rather than the car, and every EMI is a slice of future wealth
turned into something you can see today.

Learning to see your own wealth
If nobody else can see wealth, you have to build your own way of looking at it. The simplest is the
consolidated account statement (CAS) that CDSL or NSDL emails you. It shows your shares, fund
units and bonds in one place. Read it the way other people read a neighbour’s new car: as the
scoreboard. When it grows, you are winning, even if nothing around you has changed.

Decide what a pay rise is for before it arrives. A step-up SIP, which raises your monthly investment
automatically each year, turns part of every raise into assets before it can quietly become a bigger
lifestyle. The money you never get used to spending is the easiest money to keep.

Before a big upgrade, ask who it is really for. If the honest answer is other people, remember the man
in the car paradox: their admiration will go to the car. Spending on what you value, a trip with your
parents or a better school for your child, is different. Wealth is not the absence of spending. It is
spending that you choose rather than spending that is chosen for you by what others can see.

Finally, measure wealth in time, not things. Ask how long your family could live comfortably if your
salary stopped tomorrow. That answer, more than any object in your house, tells you how free you
are.

If you do one thing: Set your SIP to step up automatically with your salary, so a share of every
raise becomes wealth before it becomes stuff. Then judge your progress by your account
statement, not by anyone’s car.
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The fortune that appeared all at once
For decades, Ronald Read’s wealth was invisible. Then, in a single reading of a will, it became a gift to
a library and a hospital in the town that had never noticed it.

Most of us will never leave $8 million. But all of us are building something nobody can see: the
options we keep, the choices we will still have later. Riches are what you show. Wealth is what you
keep.
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