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Chapter 1:  

Following the Herd: My Retirement Roadmap, 2008-2019  

(Rest In Peace) 

 
I started my first job in July 2008. 

A recent PhD from the University of Michigan, I started teaching Political Science 
at Columbia University in New York City in the middle of a global inancial crisis. 

Thanks to subsidized housing, I was able to survive. 

But my $78,000 starting salary did not leave much in the bank after I paid the 
taxes and bills. 

Like most young Americans, that didn’t bother me much. 

I was 26 and felt invincible. 

Retirement? That’s nothing I need to worry about just yet. 

Over the next six years, my salary did increase, and I distinctly remember feeling 
proud about “making six figures” (not that it goes very far in New York City). 

I invested in my retirement account to reduce my taxes and a conventional 
brokerage account. I was slowly building a (very) modest nest egg. 

Then something important happened. 

 

First, I lost my job at Columbia University in 2014. 

Next, I received a job offer at Johns Hopkins University with double the salary 
and permanent tenure. 

And while Northern Virginia is not inexpensive, it is certainly less expensive than 
Manhattan.  

The taxes are much lower, too. 

All the sudden, I had a good problem: how should I invest the money? 
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I started off very conservative. 

I paid off my mortgage as fast as I could. I bought index funds, giving me 
fractional ownership of the entire American economy – I owned a tiny slice of 
every large American corporation with publicly traded stocks. 

I followed the traditional retirement advice, and by 2019 I was a millionaire. 

But something felt off. I did not feel financially secure at all. 

What was the point of being a millionaire if it didn’t give me security and 
freedom? 

Money is not important unless it can buy you time and solve your problems. 

And money did none of those things. It just sat there, waiting for the year 2047 
when I would retire.  
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Chapter 2:  

Why the Traditional Retirement Model Is Broken 

 

The traditional retirement model, which I had followed, is based on a simple 
premise. 

You work till age 65. Then you start spending your savings. 

And then you grow old, get sick, and die. 

We are supposed to spend our healthiest years just getting ready for our 
golden years – which may be cut short by any number of diseases and 
accidents. 

When I became a millionaire, most of my net worth was stuck in: 

 An expensive condo in Arlington, VA 

 Index funds, aka the stock market rollercoaster 

 A retirement account I could not touch for another 25+ years without 

heavy tax penalties 

I had a decent net worth on paper, but it didn’t have much impact on my life. 

I was watching the stock market with an impending sense of doom. 

Why are people paying this much for stocks that generate modest profits? 
How long can this go on? 

When will the bubble burst? 

And then the COVID-19 pandemic hit. I was supposed to take a group of 
students for a study trip to the Maldives, and instead I was stuck at home. 
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Chapter 3:  

Financial Misadventures in a Global Pandemic 

 

The first few months of COVID-19 caused an epic collapse in the U.S. stock 
market.  

The value of the S&P 500 index, which includes large, publicly traded 
companies, decreased by thirty percent from the pre-pandemic peak in less 
than two months. 

I was getting very nervous. Stocks were expensive before the pandemic, and 
now the world economy was under huge pressure. People were not going to 
office and business travel came to a grinding halt. 

Instead of keeping all of my money in the stock market, I diversified into real 
estate by buying a very expensive condo near my home in Arlington, Virginia. 

The theory was that housing prices would continue their rapid increase after 
the pandemic ended. 

 

In a few short months, I realized that I had made a huge mistake. With remote 
work, any price increase would have to wait. 

Meantime, inflation was corroding my purchasing power. 

All this was rather depressing. I sold stocks at the wrong time, only to buy the 
one kind of residential real estate that didn’t see crazy appreciation during the 
pandemic. 

I was determined to do better. I studied every book, podcast, and Youtube 
video I could find. I started attending virtual meetups on real estate. 

 

In doing all this, I learned about the power of passive real estate investing. 

I had made every possible financial mistake during the pandemic, but now I 
had a new powerful tool. 

It would come to change my life. 
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Chapter 4:  

A Better Way: Passive Investing through Syndication 

 

I had actually made one small syndication before the pandemic. I did not even 
know how it worked, but I had invested $50,000 in a portfolio of five real 
estate assets in late 2019. 

During the pandemic, I invested over a million dollars into various syndications. 

From refinancing my home to channelling much of my salary and consulting 
income into real estate, I went all in. 

Because this time I knew what I was doing. 

Syndication is a powerful tool because it allows a large number of small 
investors to buy commercial real estate. 

Instead of every investor buying a small house or condo, investors pool 
together their resources to buy an apartment building, an industrial facility, a 
mobile home park – or any other asset. 

In a syndication, the passive investors are called limited partners. They don’t 
do any work. They just put their money to work. 

The general partners do all the work. 

They find and underwrite the deal. They conduct due diligence and prepare the 
paperwork. They develop the business plan and then manage the asset, 
typically with some help from a property management company. 

For a passive investor, syndications are powerful because they: 

Allow investors to participate in large deals that benefit from economies of 
scale. It is much easier to make money with a 100-unit apartment building than 
with a single family home. 

Enable diversification. A typical syndication has an investment minimum 
between $25-100 thousand in a deal. An investor who wants to invest 
$300,000 in real estate can deploy it across 5-10 assets without creating a lot 
of hassle and uncertainty. 

Stay completely hands-off. 
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But wait – isn’t it dangerous to give money to a general partner and lose 
control? 

Not really. Investors should do their due diligence and review the general 
partner team. They should consider their track record and run a background 
check. 

I have never had any major problems with any of my syndicators. The quality 
of communication varies, but I have never seen any fraud or gross negligence. 

What is more, investors are protected by the U.S. Securities and Exchange 
Commission (SEC). If an investor is concerned, they can write to the SEC to 
request advice. 

This is the general partner’s worst nightmare, as the SEC can prevent the 
partner from doing future syndications. 

I have met dozens and dozens of operators, and I cannot think of anyone who 
would not take the SEC seriously. 

But what about illiquidity? Isn’t it bad that investors cannot buy and sell their 
equity at any time? 

While it’s important to understand that syndications are illiquid investments, 
that Is not a bad thing. 

If my index funds had been illiquid in the spring of 2020, I would now have a 
much higher net worth. 

Being able to sell your stocks because you had a bad day and are feeling 
gloomy is not helpful. 

In addition, a typical real estate syndication – unlike almost any stock – 
generates cash flow. 

I am totally fine with my money being stuck in a syndication that generates 
10% cash flow EVERY YEAR while continuing to appreciate and while the rental 
income pays off the mortgage. 

This triple whammy is incredibly powerful. I have cash at hand if I need or want 
something, but my principal continues to grow in the meantime. 
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But wait – there is more! 

Syndications also have powerful tax advantages. Just like with residential real 
estate, the IRS allows investors to defer paying taxes through depreciation on 
paper. 

In reality, the asset APPRECIATES. Real estate values grow over time in strong 
markets, as the population and incomes grow. 

Just ask anyone who bought a house fifty years ago in any major city. 

But the IRS allows investors to claim tax deductions for the theoretical notion 
that real estate DEPRECIATES over time. 

If you have a heavy tax burden, then real estate syndications are worth your 
while. 

By following this strategy, my net worth went from about a million dollars to 
over three million dollars in two years. 

And it continues to grow. I have two million dollars’ worth equity in real estate 
syndications, and every year I add as much as I can. 

Let’s say I can earn a 15% annualized return on those two million dollars. This 
is a typical return for a syndication, far lower than what my best syndications 
(hello Arizona and Florida) have delivered. 

With 15% annualized return, I would double my money every five years. And 
with the tax advantages, I would pay very little income tax. 

With all returns reinvested, those two million dollars would turn into eight 
million in ten years and into 32 million dollars in twenty years. 

If I instead just lived off the cash flow, those two million dollars would give me 
$160,000 virtually tax-free every year. 

Can you now see why I am investing everything into commercial real estate 
instead of the stock market and overpriced condos in the Washington, DC 
area?  
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Chapter 5:  

Your Roadmap to Financial Freedom through Passive Investing 

So there you have it. That is how I went from a slowly growing conventional 
retirement portfolio into financial freedom in two years. 

Now I would like to help you join me in financial freedom. Consider the rest of 
this chapter your roadmap to financial freedom through passive investing. 

 

ACTION 1: DEFINE YOUR INVESTMENT GOALS 

Before you begin investing, it is essential to define your investment goals. 
These can vary widely, but there are two main categories of passive investors: 
growth and income. 

A growth investor’s primary focus is building wealth over time. Growth 
investors typically have other sources of income, such as a 6-figure salary or a 
successful business. 

A growth investor’s risk appetite is moderate to high. They have plenty of time, 
so one failure at any given time is not a big issue. 

For growth investors, overall returns is key to everything. 

I am a growth investor. I don’t expect to need my passive income any time 
soon. I won’t be in dire straits if my investments generate a little less income 
for a few years. 

If you are a growth investor, you should build a diversified portfolio that 
includes moderate to high risk investments. 

Your key investment criterion is risk-adjusted returns – you are willing to 
accept calculated risks to achieve superior returns. 

Your main risk mitigation mechanisms are careful due diligence and 
diversification. 

Another investor avatar is an income investor. This investor uses the passive 
income to cover their expenses. 
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An income investor typically needs the passive income. They don’t have other 
major sources of income and they are often a bit older. 

An income investor swears by cash flow. An income investor chooses 
investments that generate a reliable stream of income every month or every 
quarter. 

For an income investor, a 10% surefire annual income is better than a 15% 
expected annualized return over a decade. 

If you are an income investor, you focus on cash flow and choose low risk 
investments. 

So before you start investing, ask yourself: 

 Why are you investing? In particular, are you looking to build wealth 
over time or cover expenses now? 

 Do you need the passive income every year, or can you afford 
fluctuations? 

 How much risk appetite do you have? Would you rather have a low 
return for sure or a high return with high likelihood but possibly 
nothing? 

 

ACTION 2: EDUCATE YOURSELF 

Before you invest in real estate, be sure to educate yourself about how the 
business works. Otherwise you will end up repeating by condo debacle. 

The key things you need to learn are: 

 How can syndicators create value? What does a commercial real estate 
business plan look like? 

 How do you identify a syndicator with a strong track record? 
 What questions should you ask about the market, the business plan, and 

the deal? 
 What are the tax implications of syndication? 

I would suggest that you read at least 1-2 good books about real estate 
investing. While reading books takes some time, a book is still the best way to 
systematically summarize a body of knowledge. 
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Need suggestions for readings? When you get to the bottom of this e-book, 
schedule a call with me and I will walk you through my all-time favorites – the 
books that changed my life. 

You can also watch Youtube videos, listen to podcasts, and go to real estate 
networks (both virtual and live). 

Learning about commercial real estate is a lifelong mission. But you don’t need 
to know everything – spend 3-4 months studying this stuff and then invest with 
a strong sponsor who has a stellar track record. Then, keep on learning. 

 

ACTION 3:  CONNECT WITH SYNDICATORS AND SPONSORS 

Once you have a firm foundation in knowledge, it is time to connect with 
syndicators and sponsors. 

This is an easy step. As soon as syndicators learn that you are a passive 
investor, they smell blood. They realize you are someone they can target, and 
you have an easy time gaining access to their deals. 

In my experience, key to success here is to find a manageable number of 
excellent syndicators. 

Where do you find these people? Here’s what I did: 

 Social media is huge. Syndicators post regularly on LinkedIn and in 
various Facebook groups. Go ahead and join those. 

 Virtual and live conferences are another excellent venue. I have found 
many of my best sponsors from different conferences. 

Again, this step is easy. Syndicators need you more than you need the 
syndicators. 

Take advantage of this situation. Schedule calls with syndicators and ask 
questions. You are basically receiving a free education and easy access to good 
deals. 
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I should also note that syndicators tend to be really interesting people. They 
are entrepreneurial and social, and many have interesting insights into markets 
and society. 

 

ACTION 4: ESTABLISH A DEAL PIPELINE 

After you have connected with syndicators and sponsors, they should start 
sending you emails with subject lines like *** DEAL ALERT: 999 UNITS IN 
BOOMING ANCHORAGE, ALASKA ***. 

Review these deal alerts regularly and reach out to sponsors when you see 
something interesting. 

Always do your due diligence. 

If you are not sure about a deal, I am here to help. As Oasis investor, you are 
welcome to run a deal by me. 

I am here to help you with analyzing deals and choosing winners. 

 

ACTION 5: BUILD A DIVERSIFIED PORTFOLIO OVER TIME 

When you start investing, you may not be able to diversify. If you only have 
$50,000 to invest, you won’t be able to invest in more than 1-2 deals or funds. 

But if you invest $50,000 every year and channel your returns to yet another 
batch of deals, by year 5 you will likely have 6-10 deals. 

Diversify your portfolio over time to reduce your risk without sacrificing 
returns. 
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ACTION 6: BE PATIENT – THE MONEY WILL COME 

Real estate is not a get rich quick scheme. 

Be patient. 

The money will come. 

Start investing now, and your future self will thank you. 
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Chapter 6:  

A Better Way: Passive Investing through Syndication 

 

And that concludes my story. 

I acknowledge that I had some luck. My timing was good and I had a good 
income. 

More important, though, is education. I had educated myself about 
commercial real estate and private equity. 

I didn’t just blindly follow Dave Ramsey, whose advice is wonderful if you have 
problem making credit card payments – but not so great if you are an 
accredited investor looking to park a hundred thousand dollars a year. 

That education made me realize my mistakes. If I had started studying real 
estate investing earlier, I would have avoided serious mistakes during the 
pandemic. 

If you are interested in generating passive income and building long-term 
wealth, I am here to help. 

I have learned my lessons the hard way. I review dozens of investment 
opportunities every month, and only bring the very best to Oasis investors. 

Please check out our website to gain access to free education about passive 
investing. 

Schedule a call with me at any time to discuss your investment goals and 
possible strategies. 

I look forward to partnering with you to generate passive income and build 
long-term wealth. 

 

 

 

 

http://oasisequities.com/
https://calendly.com/johannesu
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