Self-taught investor tripled his money
ELLEN ROSEMAN

Jim Chuong has been reading investment books since he was 14 years old. Now 32, he's a successful self-taught investor. 
"I avoided the tech crash because I invest only in businesses that have demonstrated consistent and predictable high returns on equity capital," he says. 
"My worst year was a 5 per cent loss in 1999 and my best was a 33 per cent return in 2003." 

Frustrated with mutual funds, Chuong started picking stocks for himself in 1998. He's had an average annual return of more than 20 per cent and his portfolio has more than tripled in value. 

He holds only five U.S. stocks, two of which he's owned since 1998, and keeps them as long as their fundamentals are sound. 

"I spend a long time determining whether I want to buy," he says, "and after I do, I don't like to sell." 

I sat down with him this week to see what investment books and websites he likes best. 

His first pick, widely regarded as a classic, has a seductive message. Peter Lynch, a U.S. mutual fund superstar, says average people can outsmart the pros by using information picked up as employees or consumers. 

One Up on Wall Street: How to Use What you Already Know to Make Money in the Market (Simon & Schuster, $21) is better than Lynch's later books. That's because co-author John Rothchild adds much-needed humor and a breezy writing style. 

Chuong also likes The Intelligent Investor by Benjamin Graham, a book that has sold a million copies since first published in 1949. There's an excellent revised edition (HarperCollins, $29.95), which is updated by Money magazine columnist Jason Zweig and uses examples current up to 2003. 

Chuong uses the Internet to screen stocks and check on earnings growth. His favourite sites are http://finance.yahoo.com, http://www.morningstar.com, http://www.motleyfool.com and http://www.moneycentral.msn.com. 

His number one resource is the Value Line Investment Survey, which shows sales and profits for 1,700 stocks over a 10-year period. It costs $598 (U.S.) for a one-year subscription, but Chuong copies the pages he wants at the public library. 

"My worst mistake was buying a company that didn't have a 10-year earnings history," he says. "It was a recruiting firm that had an excellent seven-year history, but was facing artificial demand during the tech boom." 

He looks for companies with a market value of $1 billion or more and no debt on their balance sheets. Another requirement is that owners have a stake in the business, rather than relying on paid managers. 

Chuong is an engineering graduate, who works in sales for a major drug company. He devotes an hour a day to reading and researching stocks, a hefty commitment for some people. 

Suppose you're an investor who delegates decision-making to an adviser. You're willing to read investment books, but only if they don't demand too much of you. Here's a few I like for entertainment value: 

The New Reality of Wall Street by Donald Coxe (McGraw-Hill Ryerson, $26.95). A big picture thinker, Coxe explains why the tech boom went bust and where the next bubble may be coming from. He's a Canadian living in Chicago and working for BMO Harris Bank. 

The Detective and the Investor: Uncovering Investment Techniques from the Legendary Sleuths, by Robert G. Hagstrom (Texere Publishing, $21.95). How would Sherlock Holmes pick stocks? What about G.K. Chesterton's Father Brown or Edgar Allan Poe's Auguste Dupin? Hagstrom has written about investment guru Warren Buffett. Now he uses mystery novels to bring new insight into investing. 

Hot Commodities, by Jim Rogers (Random House, $35.95). Rogers retired at 37 and toured the world on a motorcycle. His earlier book, Investment Bike, combined a travelogue with economic advice. He's impressed with China, whose heated growth is pushing up prices of oil, gas, metals, corn and hogs. Rogers believes the way to go is to invest in the commodities themselves, not in shares of companies that produce the commodities. The boom will last another 15 years, so there's no rush. 

The Investment Book: Angst-Free Strategies for Canadians Under 40 by Kevin Cork (Key Porter, $21.95). A financial adviser in Calgary, Cork writes in a street-smart way. I like his chapter on SNOB investments ("sometimes not overly beneficial") a category that includes futures contracts, options, hedge funds, income trusts, rental property, wrap accounts, market-linked GICs, small company stocks and collectibles. 

Canadian MoneySaver is a magazine that's known for longevity (published since 1981) and sensible investing advice. The writers share a keep-it-simple philosophy and a love of dividend-paying stocks that offer no-cost reinvestment plans. It's $3.95 on newsstands and a subscription costs $21.35 for 10 issues. You can also find some free content at the website, http://www.canadianmoneysaver.ca. 

Canadian do-it-yourself investors can find a variety of independent voices at http://www.financialwebring.com, where several commentators have joined forces. While some members are commercial, says co-founder Michael Higgs, they offer enough free educational high-quality content to be part of the effort. 

Next week, we look at books and websites for those with an entrepreneurial itch. 
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