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Jeeves and the Dow Jones

By Patrick Marren

[With apologies to P.G. Wodehouse, it is time to re-examine a topic I first took up several years ago: which way will the stock market go next?]

I was biffing about the streets of old New York the other day when I suddenly came across a familiar, if downcast, face from days of yore.

“Squiffy Wigglesworth!  As I live and breathe!” 

“Is that a Bertie Wooster the Fourth I see?  Why, I thought you’d died or gone to California or something.”

“You are mistaken, old bean,” I reassured the blighter.  “I always told you when we graduated from Oxford that New York was the town for me.  Broadway, Greenwich Village, uptown, downtown, Wall Street, this is the life.”

“Wall Street?  I’m frightfully chuffed to hear that,” said Squiffy, looking suddenly cheerful.

“Are you?” I replied.  “So few people share that opinion.  My Great Aunt Agatha, for one.  The Nephew-Crusher.  She looks down on my having taken up residence. She’d rather marry me off to some knock-kneed well-moneyed overbite from the Home Counties than see me flexing my manly intellect in the center of world power and wealth.”

“Well, I wouldn’t flex that intellect too hard if I were you, old boy.  Wouldn’t want to come down with a nasty sprain.  Still, I am glad to see you. You see, my father and mother were taken off suddenly by some obscure disease peculiar to the very wealthy, and I am left with a pile of rather tiresome monetary decisions.” 

“I sensed that there was something a tad askew,” said I.  “Still, perhaps I am not the best candidate to guide your little hand as you traverse this particular Valley of the Shadow.  One does not have to agree with my Great Aunt Agatha to accept the fact that as far as decision-making goes, I am far from a Solomon.”

“In fact,” Squiffy interjected, “it was not your sage counsel that I was thinking of consulting.  Do I take it, from your permanent presence in the metropolis, that your man Jeeves is also resident in Manhattan Island?” 

Jeeves is my valet.  He was my father’s valet before me, his father’s before him, and his father’s before that, in saecula saeculorum. His age is an Official Secret, but he dates from somewhere between the running aground of Noah’s ocean liner and the Year of the Great Wind.  He is known for his singular powers of discernment. My friends all have consulted him at times of great pitch and moment when they were sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought.  Under other circumstances, I might have taken offense, but when it comes to Jeeves it must be admitted: He has no peer, and certainly not one whose brains would fit into my size 7 ¼ bowler hat.

“Indeed he is,” I answered modestly.  “Jeeves is the man whose cerebral pulsations you require.  He is so brilliant that I believe he must at one time have swallowed a complete set of the Britannica.  Also, he eats a lot of fish.  Brain food, as they say.”

“Where can we find him?” Squiffy asked, eagerly.

“Not to worry, old bean.  Jeeves has a way of telepathically divining where he is most in need at any moment.  All we need do is stand on this corner and – Ah, Jeeves!  You felt the tug of Need from one of Bertram’s Friends, did you not?”  I was speaking to the sepulchrally aged, classically attired figure gliding seamlessly toward us across Fifth Avenue.  

“Indeed, sir,” said he, “although, at my age, the sensation is somewhat indistinguishable from the lumbago.”

“Well, this was the real thing,” I replied. “Mr. Wigglesworth here has need of your peculiar services.”

“I heard of the passing of your parents, Lord and Lady Wigglesworth,” Jeeves intoned with a slight bow.  “Most distressing.  I believe that they succumbed to a half-human strain of Dutch Elm Disease?” 

“Quarter,” Squiffy replied.  “They were so habitually retiring that the help did not notice for several weeks.”

“His Lordship was indeed a most restful person,” Jeeves observed.  “I take it that you seek financial advice as to the disposition of their estate,” Jeeves intuited.

“See?  I told you he was a brainbox,” I chirped.  “Sees right through to the nub of things.”

“Most kind of you, sir,” Jeeves said, a bit uncomfortably.  “What precisely is the nature of your inquiry, Lord Wigglesworth?” 

“Well,” Squiffy began. “My investment chaps have given me a deadline of next week to dump all my loose change into one sort of vehicle or another, and they seem particularly braced about the prospects of the American stock market.  It’s been a decade now since it first hit 10,000, they say, and the time is right for me to push all my chips right onto the red square and give it a spin.  I don’t know enough about the markets to hurt myself, but I certainly would regret missing such a splendid opportunity.  So is the stock market going to go up or down from here, Jeeves?”

“Well,” Jeeves said, pursing his ancient lips, “the answer to your question is very simple: Yes.”

“Yes it will go up, or yes it will go down?”

“Yes, it will go up or down.”

I became annoyed.  “Here I have been promoting you as the Isaac Newton of domestic help, the Friend of Friends of Bertram, and you fob Lord Wigglesworth off with this… nonsense.”  I generally frown on berating the help, but at certain points a line must be drawn.  Ne plus ultra and all that.  “After four generations of assisting Woosters, this is all you have to say?”

“Well, now that you mention it, a review of your forebears’ experience in the American market might be of some assistance in elucidating the question, sir.”

“Elucidate away, Jeeves.  We await your counsel.”

“Very well, sir.  My first experience of the New York markets was in 1906, when I was valet to your great grandfather, the first Bertram Wooster.  Stocks were all the rage amongst the undergraduates of Rumpus College, Oxford, your family’s traditional educational seat.  Against my better judgment, and at his insistence, I placed a number of substantial orders for your ancestor with a brokerage house in lower Manhattan.  I believe they were for several thousand shares of the United Copper Company.  

“And the investments panned out brilliantly,” I asserted with utmost confidence.  “Great grandfather Bertram was the founder of the dynasty.  Head like a watermelon.  Financial titan.”

“Such was his reputation, sir.  In the event, however, after the Dow Jones Industrial Average skyrocketed to over 100 for the first time, the United Copper Company was implicated in an attempt to corner the market. That attempt failed, and your great grandparent’s position was essentially liquidated, along with his entire net worth.”

“Nonsense, Jeeves.  He never missed a Henley Regatta or an Ascot Derby.  You’re talking utter rot.”

“I am grieved that you think so, sir.  But the fact is that I was somewhat concerned regarding your precursor’s risk management strategy, so I took the liberty of taking his pearl tie pin and pawning it in order to procure funds with which to place a series of wagers upon certain animals known by me to be what in the horseracing business are called ‘cast iron plungers.’  By this means I was able to compensate for your great grandfather’s losses in the stock market, as well as to surreptitiously replace his tie pin in time for the Oxford-Cambridge Boat Race.”

“Well, this is revisionist history of a high order,” I said, rather taken aback.  “What happened to the stock market?  Did it bounce back?”

“I am afraid that it did not,” Jeeves answered.  “After its 1906 peak of 100, it fell back by almost half and remained most unimpressive for fifteen years.”

“But then it came back?” Squiffy asked, eagerly. “Just like it’s going to come back today?” 

“Indeed it appeared to, Lord Wigglesworth.  By 1921 the Dow Jones had surpassed 100; by 1927, with loose monetary policy on the part of the Federal Reserve, it passed 200; on the last day of 1928, it hit 300.  At this point, the second Mr. Wooster put in his all.  For nine months, his judgment seemed vindicated.  But just to be sure, I once again prepared a hedging strategy, selecting certain exquisite bottles of wine from his cellar for temporary sale.  In September, the Dow was at 381.  By November, it had started to plummet.”

“But surely it never went back to the lows of 1906,” Squiffy said, hopefully.

“I am afraid I must disabuse you of that notion,” Jeeves said, solemnly.  “By July 8, 1932, it stood at 41.22, a 25-year low.  Fortunately, I was able to buy back almost all of Mr. Wooster’s vintages at rock-bottom prices and replace them in the cellar, while allowing him to believe that his investments had somehow succeeded where his fellows’ had not.”

“But after that, the market rose again?” Squiffy asked, quizzically.  “At some point, it must have been a good investment.  After all, ‘Buy low, sell high.’”

“Certainly it eventually recovered, sir.  It took a mere 25 years for the Dow Jones to reach the heights of 1929 once more.  If one were able to hold on, one would not have lost a cent… not counting inflation, of course.”

“But that’s monstrous,” Squiffy bleated.  “A zero return over 25 years?”

“Well, technically, sir, a negative return, in real terms.”

“One could die in that time!” Squiffy squeaked.  

“Indeed, your lordship.  Many did, including a large number of the investors who were with us in Singapore, when I was valet to the then-Colonel Wooster of the Royal Cornish Halberdiers.  The Colonel had gone ‘whole hog,’ as the distasteful colonial expression has it, into American stocks when they appeared to be back on the way up in the late 1930s, when they approached the 200 mark once again.  By February 1942 the Dow was below 100 again, 36 years after it first hit 100.  Fortunately I was able during our subsequent confinement at the pleasure of his Majesty the Emperor of Japan to invest in a successful rat-steak-breeding operation which achieved outstanding returns on investment, restoring the Wooster capital.” 

“Quit scaring the lad with this ancient history, Jeeves,” I said, annoyed.  “Things have changed since the days of my grandfather.  We have suffered no such reverses of late.  In fact, my father and I have done quite well, if I do say so myself.”

“Indeed you have, sir.  The Dow skirted 1000 for the first time in the mid-1960s, when your father was an undergraduate at Rumpus.  He tended to spend more time in Carnaby Street at the time, and may have been distracted when making his investments.  Sadly for him, the Dow did not leave 1000 behind for good until late 1982.  During the interim, I was forced to traffic in certain quasi-legal medicinal herbs in order to maintain the household in the style to which it had become accustomed.  It is not a time I enjoy recalling.”  

“Well, this is a fine way to show loyalty!  My father was a sagacious investor, and I have not done too badly myself, if I do say so… myself,” I spluttered indignantly.  “After all, I came out of that dotcom thing quite swimmingly.”

“I am sorry to have caused offense,” Jeeves said mournfully.  “But you should know, sir, that I was forced to make certain… allocations to counterbalance the rather egregious losses you took on some of your penny stocks.  

“What sort of ‘allocations,’ Jeeves?”

“Well, sir, at present you are heavily invested in stocks of frozen bull semen.

“Frozen…bull…semen?”

“Indeed, sir.  It is considered a most secure and coveted asset among the cognoscenti.”

I was abashed.  “Jeeves, you are a marvel.”

“I endeavor to please, sir.”

Squiffy seemed aghast. “So it is possible that we may not see the highs of 2007 for another…fifteen years?” 

“If history is any guide, my lord,” Jeeves said,  “perhaps even longer.  But it is also possible that equities could begin a new boom tomorrow.”

“Jeeves,” Squiffy said suddenly, “You wouldn’t happen to have any of that bull…”

“I regret to say no, my lord,” Jeeves replied firmly.   

*            *            *
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