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William Shakespeare practised what he preached. The
genius is rightly celebrated for his puns, plays and sonnets,
but behind the words was someone who knew how to handle
money. A shrewd and savvy investor, the Bard built his wealth
not from play-writing alone, but from stellar investments in
a theatre company and a portfolio of hard assets including
property and land.

Born in April 1564 to a businessman’s family in Stratford-
upon-Avon, Shakespeare grew up in a family undone by his
father’s failed business. At 18 when he married the already
pregnant Anne Hathaway, Shakespeare found himself facing
adulthood and fatherhood with scant resources. Very soon after
their marriage, the couple had three more little mouths to feed.
The “lost decade” that followed remains a mystery, but by
1592 he surfaced in London to eke out a living as an actor and
a jobbing playwright, having to come to terms with the reality
that his plays would be altered or adapted by others at will.

The year 1594 proved pivotal for the dramatist’s financial
journey, when he acquired a share in the Lord Chamberlain’s Men
(later known as the King’s Men when patronised by James I in
1603), an immensely popular London acting company which
would own the Globe and Blackfriars theatres. The timing of
his investment could not have been more fortuitous. London’s
appetite for theatre was insatiable in the Elizabethan era, as
James Shapiro notes in his award-winning book /599: 4 Year
in the Life of William Shakespeare, ... on average, it’s likely
that over a third of London’s adult population saw a play
every month.” As a shareholder, Shakespeare took a cut of
his company’s lucrative profits and made fortunes out of the
thriving theatre business. By 1597, he was already rich enough
to acquire New Place, the second largest house in Stratford,
which boasted five gables and over 20 rooms.

We should be profoundly grateful for the wordsmith’s
financial insight. His keen eye for asset value secured the
freedom he needed for artistic creation, generating not only
wealth for his family but the most sublime literary corpus
for the world. As a company shareholder, he enjoyed a high

/4 Sﬁrewﬂf Trevestor

degree of control over how his plays could be performed, in
particular the casting of his own plays. As pointed out by Bart
van Es in his superbly written book Shakespeare in Company,
Shakespeare could now “plan an entire play by thinking of
the capacities of his actors”, allowing him to craft “physically
distinct characters”. It was this psychological depth in
characterisation which set his work apart as markedly novel
and innovative.

Yet, theatre was a volatile business. Outbreaks of plagues
and censorship threatened closures. Thanks to his investment
acumen, Shakespeare diversified his wealth into real estate
in his home town for a steadier stream of passive income. He
amassed an impressive 107 acres of farmland that could derive
immediate rental income and a cottage in Cottage Lane. This
strategic move, along with his stake in church tithes with a
guaranteed return, proved instrumental in weathering such
turbulent times. In addition to his big Stratford investments,
the literary (and investment) genius established his London
property portfolio, acquiring properties such as the Blackfriars
Gatehouse and another property in Acton. With multifarious
income sources, Shakespeare managed to retire from play-
writing at just 49. The parallel between the Bard and Antonio,
a character from The Merchant of Venice, is striking. Both
espoused the idea of diversification in investment: “My
ventures are not in one bottom trusted, / Nor to one place; nor
is my whole estate / Upon the fortune of this present year: /
Therefore my merchandise makes me not sad.”

A poet as well as a pragmatist, the master of the stage did
not let his treasure rust. He put it to good use, and in doing so,
secured both his art and his legacy.

Money is only a tool. It will take you wherever you wish,
but it will not replace you as the driver.

Ayn Rand
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As the saying goes, “values are caught, not taught.” For Mathilde is a young and pretty woman married to Mr

Benjamin Franklin, a towering American figure revered as one Loisel, a clerk of the Ministry of Public Instruction. Life is
of the Founding Fathers of the United States, this could not comfortable but stifling, as she is ensnared by the belief that a
have been truer. woman of her beauty deserves a life of delicacy and luxury.
When Franklin was seven years old, he fell in love One evening, Mr Loisel returns home with a big surprise
with whistles. One day on his way to buy toys, he heard a for his wife—an invitation to a grand ball hosted by the
boy blowing one. Spellbound by its charming sound, young Minister of Public Instruction. However, instead of delight,
Franklin gladly offered all his money for it without a moment’s her reaction is one of tears. A ball of such distinction demands
thought for its actual worth. a beautiful dress. Even after securing one, Mathilde remains

disgruntled. She needs a piece of jewellery for the
occasion. Her wealthy friend Madame Forestier, who
is kind enough to lend her a diamond necklace, makes
her dream come true.

What followed was a whirlwind of jubilation
as he repeatedly blew his whistle, much to the
annoyance of his family. But joy quickly turned
to embarrassment when he was ridiculed by his
siblings and cousins for paying four times its
value. Remorse and vexation seized him, leaving
him troubled by a sense of his own folly.

At the ball, Mathilde has the time of her life as
she easily steals the limelight with her elegance and
charm. The night takes a dark turn, however, when she
discovers that the necklace has vanished.

The once-wonderful whistle became a bitter
memory for Franklin. But it also served as a valuable lesson as
he matured. Whenever he felt the urge to splurge on something
unnecessary, Franklin would remind himself, “Don’t give
too much for the whistle.” The phrase became a beacon of
prudence, guiding him in matters of spending and life choices.
As an adult, he came across many who paid steep prices
for seemingly worthy goals: a pleasure seeker prioritising
indulgence over health, a miser giving up friendship for
wealth, and a person advancing his political ambition at the
expense of family. For Franklin, they were all oblivious to
something of far greater value.

As the desperate attempt to locate the necklace proves
futile, the couple decide to conceal the truth from Madame
Forestier. They purchase an almost identical replacement at
six thousand francs, half from an inheritance and half by loans
that will haunt their lives for years to come. Debt-ridden, they
send away their servant, move to a cramped garret, and live on
the bare minimum.

After a decade of despair and destitution, the debt is
finally settled. Years of poverty take a heavy toll on Mathilde,
whose beauty has been frayed by hardship. When Madame

In 1779, the 73-year-old scientist, inventor penned a Forestier bumps into her on the Champs-Elysées, she has a
letter to Madame Brillon, recounting his youthful folly and hard time recognising her friend.

Righlichtingtngroonfanserof niineuieh: Filled with a bittersweet revelation, Mathilde divulges

In short, I conceive that great part of the miseries of the tale of her misfortune. The pride of repaying her debt,
mankind are brought upon them by the false estimates they however, unravels swiftly as Madame Forestier, with an air of
have made of the value of things, and by their giving too much undeniable shock, reveals, “Oh, my poor Mathilde! Why, my
for their whistles. necklace was paste. It was worth at most five hundred francs!”

If Benjamin Franklin is too big a shoe to fill, try to read Whether it is a whistle or a necklace, misjudging worth
fiction around the world. Indeed, misjudged value recurs as and value can cost us an arm and a leg. In a world where
an insistent theme in literature. Consider for example “The perceptions can distort realities, we are often our own worst
Necklace”, a short story written by the 19th-century French enemies, searching endlessly for value in what we wish to
author Guy de Maupassant. represent rather than what is truly there.

A Wealth consists not in having great J

possessions, but in having few wants.

Epictetus
o
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Economists tend to assume that human beings are rational
individuals. Yet a glance at history might suggest otherwise.
We are too often creatures who are caught up in greed and
prone to mass euphoria. Perhaps no words offer a more chilling
reminder of our propensity for folly than the Greek saying:
“Whom the Gods would destroy they first make mad.”

History is replete with examples of irrational exuberance
and market madness, including two of the earliest asset
bubbles: the Tulip Mania that gripped Holland in the 1630s
and the South Sea Bubble in 1720. As light-hearted as the
word “bubble” may sound, asset bubbles blow up and burst
from time to time, leaving behind not a whisper of dreams
but a cacophony of agony and anger from those who get their
fingers burned.

The cautionary tale of the Tulip Mania began with the
arrival of exotic tulips from the Ottoman Empire in the late
16th century. Rare gems to the European eye, these blooms
captivated the hearts of horticulturists in the Dutch Republic
with their prolific beauty. Botanists competed to breed ever
more charming tulip cultivars for exchange in a network of
botanical scholars, connoisseurs and collectors. Intriguingly,
the most sought-after tulips were those striated, as a result of
virus infection, with dramatic hues of red, orange and yellow.
As this “network of friendship” grew, people started trading
tulip bulbs and eventually contracts for their future deliveries
in what we would call a futures market today.

Enticed by stories of easy profits from the tulip trade,
droves of speculators, some from as far as Paris, flocked to
the market, aggressively bidding up prices for tulip bulbs.
As prices skyrocketed, ordinary folk, from carpenters to
bricklayers, jumped on the bandwagon in the hope of quick
riches from such frenzied trading. To fuel the gold-rush
atmosphere, brokers accepted payment-in-kind, including
herds of cattle, tracts of land and even a thousand pounds of
cheese, as collateral for tulip contracts.

The winter of 1636 to 1637 witnessed sheer market
madness, where an ordinary tulip bulb changed hands for 220
guilders, roughly the equivalent of an average annual wage.
The rarest and most coveted bulb, the Semper Augustus, was
said to fetch an eye-watering 10,000 guilders, a sum that, in
the words of historian Mike Dash, was “sufficient to purchase
one of the grandest homes on the most fashionable canal in

IMlaF ﬁet ’Maa{nes
‘Booms, “‘Busts and' CBuBE[es

Amsterdam”. Yet the tide turned unexpectedly in February
1637 as demand for tulips vanished into thin air. The tumbling
prices that followed left many bankrupt and destitute, dashing
their rags-to-riches dreams.

While history does not repeat itself, it often echoes.
Less than a century after the collapse of Tulip Mania, another
asset bubble blew up across the English Channel. London’s
Exchange Alley, the centre of stock trading, hosted one of
the earliest stock market booms. Founded in 1711, the South
Sea Company started as a public-private partnership to swap
national debt for shares, with assets including the government’s
payment of 6% interest a year to shareholders as dividends. Its
intricately close ties with the government and the monarchy
made it an initial darling among investors until early 1720
when it proposed acquiring a national debt of £31.5 million for
a mere £7.5 million. For such an audacious acquisition plan to
succeed, a wave of fresh capital was essential through issuing
and selling an extraordinary number of shares to investors.

To lure prospective shareholders, the South Sea Company
took an innovative step of offering shares to the public via
an instalment subscription plan throughout 1720, in addition
to offering loans for eager investors. Such sales instruments,
along with an aggressive advertising campaign, drove the
company’s stock price up from £125 in January 1720 to nearly
£1,000 in July. With such lofty valuation built on a precarious
foundation, it was just a question of time before the bubble
burst.

We like to imagine that financial manias only prey on
the naive and credulous, but the truth is more sobering. Even
the most brilliant minds can find themselves seduced by the
glittering promise of wealth. Sir Isaac Newton, one of the
greatest scientists in history, was an astute investor and stock
picker. After skilfully exiting his South Sea Company shares
just before the crash, Newton entered the fray again at its
peak in July and, like many others, lost a fortune when the
stock price plummeted below £200 in October. He famously
remarked, “I can calculate the motions of the heavenly bodies,
but not the madness of people.”

As the old adage goes, “Fool me once, shame on you.
Fool me twice, shame on me.” Unless we distil wisdom from
the lessons of the past, we too risk repeating these mistakes.
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2. 0. Henry 6. XiXi Choi Ming-kit LD Lau Po-wa WFSFAA
Fong Sin-yuk, Andrew EPD Tam Yuk-ting DH

3. Charles M. Schulz 7. Garfield Ho Lai-ping EMSD Wat King-chung EDB

4. The Great Gatsby 8. Dilbert Lau Chun-on HA Wong Shu-yan TID
“HNMETAB-EAFAMEE REIT Issue No. 105 (October 2026) : An Ode to Chivalry
“HECUE-AEAFEANEE KRR Issue No. 106 (January 2027) : The Joy of Tranquility
B0 F PR - AHIGE e 5 - Contributions from colleagues are welcome. Please click here for details.

HoER R BEGEEM  Prof. Grant Hamilton ~ Hon Chinese Adviser Dr Hung Yeuk-chun ~ Hon English Adviser Prof. Grant Hamilton
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BN e 2/aR ZH R WaTHE SR Chairman Ms Kam Cheng Member Ms Jackie Mok Executive Editor Mr Andy Ng
ZH Rk ZB BisHZ L BhsteEE #isnEieE,  Member Mr Jerry Chen Member Miss Kathy Chan  Assistant Editor Mr Martin Siu/
ZH FHEEEE ZH OEILRRE ILER#Z L Member Mr Eugene Wan ~ Member Mr Thomas Wong Miss Anna Kong
ZH ekt ZH ERRLL Member Ms Gladys Ng Member Ms Sylvia Ip
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If you have any comments or suggestions about this publication, please write to the Editorial Board of Word Power (Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room 2310, High Block,
Queensway Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong or csbolrs@csb.gov.hk).
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https://www.csb.gov.hk/hkgcsb/ol/news/no104/html/contribution.html
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