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A Rock and a Hard Place 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Quote of the Day: 

“The World is full of 
foolish gamblers, and 

they will not do as well 
as the patient investor.” 

As with so much of today’s language, the phrase “between a rock and a 
hard place” comes from the ancient Greeks; in this case from Homer’s 
Odyssey, where the main character Odysseus passes between two sea 
monsters, Charybdis and Scylla who dwell on dangerous rocks in a 
narrow channel.  The idea is similar to threading the needle or being 
forced to choose between two very dangerous situations and that’s the 
state of our economy and the options the Federal Reserve has right now. 
Our current economic challenges, as currently conceived, boil down to 
taming inflation by increasing interest rates, reducing liquidity, and 
slowing economic activity but risking more bank failures and a 
contraction in GDP (recession).  Prices spiraling up are difficult to stop 
and cause much pain, especially for those at the lower end of 
earnings/socio-economic power.  But slower growth and contraction 
means that marginal banks and other businesses go bankrupt, laying off 
workers and causing pain as well.  If the Fed wants to see less pressure 
on banks and the stock market, they lower interest rates to “boost 
confidence”, but they may impede the Fed's ability to fight inflation. 
Another issue that doesn’t get talked about regarding inflation is the role 
that Congress plays.  They are the ones who control and approve the 
spending that the Fed creates money for – it’s not just the Fed’s printing 
but also Congressional spending that needs to be addressed. 

At our most recent client workshop, I walked through how we arrived at 
this perilous banking situation with higher interest rates causing several 
banks to experience a duration mismatch between their deposits and 
their bond portfolios, which brought on a classic run on their assets.  
While I am not betting on “a contagion” of bank failures since the banking 
sector is much healthier than in the financial crisis of 2008-09, I also don’t 
think that we are through with the difficulties.  My biggest concern for the 
short term is that the Fed continues cranking up interest rates in an effort 
to show resolve against inflation. Chairman Powell has been very 
outspoken about getting inflation down to his 2% target. Now, they 
caused this inflation by facilitating the massive spending programs of the 
last couple of decades but, as is so often the case, policy makers 
overreact. I’ve used the analogy before of someone driving down the 
road, continually over correcting and swerving into other lanes, 
oncoming traffic and then over to the shoulder again. 

One thing markets need to thrive is a sense of stability so individuals and 
businesses can plan. Which brings me to my longer-term concerns,… 

 
 

— Charlie Munger 

 
WHAT’S NEW 

 

Q2 VIRTUAL WORKSHOP 
COMING UP 

Join us on May 10th at 6pm on 
Zoom for a Capital Markets 

Outlook and HSA speaker Gerry 
Hollis (Lively HSA). RSVP to 

jennifer@altiusfinancial.com! 

QUARTERLY STATEMENTS 
UPDATE 

We’ve made some changes to the 
layout of our quarterly client 

statements. So, they might look 
different this quarter, but the 
information will all be there. 
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A Rock and a Hard Place (continued)  

which I also outlined in the workshop. Western economies, especially the US, have far outperformed the rest 
of the world for the last hundred years because of two major differences: a true rule of law and respect for 
property rights. Many other regions have lower labor costs and often have more/better access to specific 
natural resources. But the US, on a relative basis, has a comparative advantage in that we have traditionally 
been governed by the constitution rather than some autocrat, tyrant, or the majoritarian whim of democracies. 
People and businesses in the West have usually been able to count on their property not being taxed, 
confiscated, nationalized, etc. 

But those institutions seem to be slowly 
eroding. The World Justice Project (see 
graphic) ranks countries in categories such as 
constraints on government powers, absence of 
corruption, open & transparent government, 
etc. and they show the US having slipped some. 
I might quibble with some of their methodology 
but there are others like Heritage Institute or 
Fraser Institute who publish their own Economic 
Freedom Indices, both of which have a large 
“rule of law” component and both of which 
show the US scoring lower over recent years. 

As I write this, our financial regulators make inconsistent decisions about how to enforce their regulations (e.g., 
FDIC, and “too big to fail” rules); we have a former President who acts like he’s above the law, while his 
opponents arbitrarily use the legal system to attack political adversaries; we have less transparency in 
government and more cronyism than we have in a long time.  I do not think it’s terminal – our economy and 
people have always overcome adversity, but for us to have a thriving economy and a continually improving 
world, we need a culture that rediscovers and reinvigorates the rule of law and the sanctity of property rights. 
In the meantime, there are strategies to build, grow and protect wealth in these circumstances and we are 
utilizing what we consider to be the best of them. 

Title Theft – How Big a Concern is It?   

I’ve had many clients, including my parents, ask me about protecting themselves from “title theft”.  This 
question often comes up when someone hears a distressing TV or radio commercial, usually from a celebrity 
pitchman, warning that your home can be easily stolen from you. The claim is that thieves can deed your home 
to themselves and then sell it without your knowing, or even place a mortgage against it and then run off with 
the cash.  The product they are selling is “title fraud insurance” and it might cost $150-350 per year.  They 
promise to monitor your title, shield it from such fraud, and then alert you if a new deed is filed.   

Keep in mind that providing such an alert is not really insurance anyway, and most of the research I’ve seen 
shows that county governments, where title deeds are filed and tracked, are not vulnerable in this way.  Many 
counties offer the monitoring service themselves for free if you register for it but even for counties that don’t, 
it’s almost impossible for such a scam to work. A forged deed is not valid and conveys nothing, because 
fraudulent transfers are illegal and therefore void. Forgery is a felony in all 50 states, punishable by jail time 
and significant fines. If someone buys a property from a such a criminal, they could lose their money. You as 
the legitimate owner would not lose your property. 

Also, virtually every real property purchase or mortgage requires title insurance, which protects you against 
any claim involving the validity of your ownership of the property.  This is one of those legitimate but annoying 
fees you pay when you do have a real estate transaction or refinance and it’s almost always required by the 
lender, closing agent, realtor firm, or attorney involved.  Such title insurance makes it next to impossible for the 
thief to mortgage or sell the property to a knowledgeable lender or buyer. So generally, I think the Title Theft 
product is unnecessary and likely a waste of money. 



Taylor’s Take: France’s Pension Problems… 
Same, Same, But Different  

If President Biden suddenly changed Social Security benefits to adjust the 
full retirement age from the current 66 to 68, what would you do? Would 
you stop showing up to work and take to the streets to march and riot in 
protest? Would you put out a vote of no confidence for his job as the head 
of our country? Maybe you’d think, finally at least a Band-Aid solution to our 
growing concerns on the lack of funding for Social Security.  
 

Currently, this is the case for Emanuel Macron, President of France. Attempting to fix their nation’s pension 
financing problems, he is currently proposing adjusting the eligibility age from 62 to 64. His support of this 
change has led to many workers walking out on their jobs and protesting in the streets. In France this has 
been viewed as an attack on their culture, rights, and freedom. The proposal was initially rejected, and 
lawmakers pushed for a no confidence vote against Macron. He barely survived (by 9 nine short of the 287 
needed to unseat his government) and is hanging on to power.   Macron is similar to other western leaders 
who have failed to solve the funding issues that parallel many government entitlement programs.  
 
It’s important to remember that while the US isn’t currently rioting in the streets over pension reform, we and 
many other Western nations have the same demographic and funding challenges.  Hopefully, our Congress 
and President will act soon to reform Social Security and Medicare so that we don’t see such violence and 
disruption. 

ALTIUS AI Podcast Preview 
If you have not heard of Open AI’s product, Chat GPT, this is an artificial 
intelligence (AI) language processing chat bot technology that is currently at 
the forefront of bringing AI to the masses. The technology uses deep learning 
techniques to understand and generate human like responses. 
 
The site has a free user option that allows individuals to sign up and begin 
“chatting” with Chat GPT. You can ask anything from “what restaurant should I 
eat at” to “what is the tallest building in ___ city” to “write me an essay on the 
history of Greek philosophy” and much, much more. In our Capitalize Your Fridays episode to release this 
Friday, Mike and I discuss and compare the similarities and differences between this technology and a mere 
Google search. We also dive into potential investments to consider within this tech. Lastly, we discuss 
concerns and risks with growing AI usage. 
 
Without giving away too much of the fun from this week’s release I’ll sum up our observations thus far as: 

• The Good: This is a terrific opportunity for new technology that is allowing for expanded efficient 
access of knowledge and faster workflows. While we’re not tech experts, we believe that artificial 
intelligence will prove to be incredibly beneficial in so many applications. 

• The Bad: There is a risk of transferring incorrect or inaccurate knowledge and data...and at an even 
faster rate. However, users may convey correct information but using plagiarism. Lastly, there are 
concerns of data sharing, privacy, and potential future embedded biases as the once open-source 
code is now closed upon its affiliation with Microsoft.  

• The Ugly: The potential wait times to access this tech when using the free user versions – the adoption 
rate is high and it’s a challenge for their servers to keep up. 

https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/capitalize-your-fridays/id1533509866


Book Recommendation: 
The Power of Logical Thinking 
Some of you might remember a newspaper advice column, “Ask Marilyn” – 
the format was kinda like “Dear Abby” but instead of focusing on 
relationship challenges and social etiquette, Marilyn Vos Savant covered 
economic literacy, statistical chicanery and “fake news” of the day.  Vos 
Savant has been considered the world’s smartest person with an IQ of 228 
but she made thinking logically seem so reasonable and useful in everyday 
applications. 
 
A while ago, I recommended a similar book called Innumeracy: 
Mathematical Illiteracy and its Consequences by John Allen Paulos and I still 
do think it’s worth reading.  The Power of Logical Thinking is similar in that 
it gives lots of concrete examples of how not having a grasp of basic math can lead to unfortunate 
consequences but it’s much broader in scope.  One of my favorite examples is where she dissects the claim 
“more accidents occur in the home than anywhere else” and the incorrect conclusion that, therefore your 
home is the most dangerous place you can be. 
 
I enjoyed reading the column as I was kind of enthralled with the high IQ society, Mensa, at the time and 
thought it fun to see if I could solve the questions put to her, but I wasn’t aware of the book until a friend 
recently recommended it. The book is easy to read since it uses much material from her column and lends 
itself to bite-sized lessons.  Check it out! 

Happy Easter! 
Easter happens to be one of my favorite holidays.  It's a time of joy and renewal and, of course, a time to 
reflect on the blessings in our lives.  It's also a time to share kindness and compassion with those around us.  
We hope this Easter brings you and your loved ones peace, happiness, prosperity and sunshine. We'll look 
forward to seeing you at your next review or our May virtual workshop or one of our fun summer events.  

Michael Williams, CFP® 
ALTIUS Financial, Inc 
michael@altiusfinancial.com
303-584-9271 
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