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More than 90 years after the publication of investment classic Reminiscences of a Stock Operator, the wisdom of 
its protagonist, Wall Street legend Jesse Livermore, remains as relevant and thought-provoking as ever.

On the short list of many investors’ 
classic investment books is Edwin Lefe-
vre’s Reminiscences of a Stock Operator, 
a thinly veiled biography of Wall Street 
legend Jesse Livermore. Told as a first-per-
son memoir of fictional protagonist Larry 
Livingston, Reminiscences chronicles the 
life and times of Livermore, who started 
his trading career in 1891 at age 14 and 
made and lost several fortunes through 
the book’s first publication in 1923. Un-
commonly self-aware, Livermore empha-
sizes the timeless nature of markets and 
draws a number of lessons from his tri-
umphs and, more frequently, his failures. 
Herewith, a sampling of some of his hard-
earned wisdom: 

Playing the Odds

Observation, experience, memory and 
mathematics – these are what the success-
ful trader must depend on. He must not 
only observe accurately but remember at 
all times what he has observed. 
He cannot bet on the unrea-
sonable or on the unexpected, 
however strong his personal 
convictions may be about man’s 
unreasonableness or however 
certain he may feel that the un-
expected happens frequently. He 
must bet always on probabilities 
– that is, try to anticipate them.

All of the sudden, as I was on my 
way to a sure fortune, we had the 
Lusitania break. [Note: The sink-
ing of British ocean liner RMS 
Lusitania by a German U-boat on 
May 7, 1915 caused the largest 
one-day plunge in the U.S. stock 
market that year.] Every once in 
a while a man gets a crack like 
that in the solar plexus, prob-
ably that he may be reminded of 
the sad fact that no human being 
can be so uniformly right on the 

market as to be beyond the reach of such 
unprofitable accidents.

If the unusual never happened there 
would be no difference in people and then 
there wouldn’t be any fun in life. The 
game would become merely a matter of 
addition and subtraction. It would make 
of us a race of bookkeepers with plodding 
minds. It’s the guessing that develops a 
man’s brainpower. Just consider what you 
have to do to guess right.

Independent Thought

A man must believe in himself and his 
judgment if he expects to make a living at 
this game. That is why I don’t believe in 
tips. If I buy stocks on Smith’s tip I must 
sell those same stocks on Smith’s tip. Sup-
pose Smith is away on a holiday when the 
selling time comes around? No, sir, no-
body can make big money on what some-
one else tells him to do.

I sometimes think that tip-takers are like 
drunkards. There are some who can’t re-
sist the craving and always look forward 
to those jags which they consider indis-
pensable to their happiness. To be told 
precisely what to do to be happy in such 
a manner that you can easily obey is the 
next nicest thing to being happy – which 
is a mighty long first step toward the ful-
fillment of your heart’s desire. It is not so 
much greed made blind by eagerness as it 
is hope bandaged by the unwillingness to 
do any thinking.

It cost me millions to learn that another 
dangerous enemy to a trader is his sus-
ceptibility to the urgings of a magnetic 
personality when plausibly expressed by 
a brilliant mind. It has always seemed to 
me, however, that I might have learned my 
lesson quite as well if the cost had been 
only one million. But Fate does not always 
let you fix the tuition fee.

Picking Your Spots

I always made money when I 
was sure I was right before I be-
gan. What beat me was not hav-
ing brains enough to stick to my 
own game – that is, to play the 
market only when I was satisfied 
that precedents favored my play. 
There is the plain fool, who does 
the wrong thing at all times ev-
erywhere, but there is the Wall 
Street fool, who thinks he must 
trade all the time. No man can 
always have adequate reason for 
buying or selling stocks daily – or 
sufficient knowledge to make his 
play an intelligent play.

Men who can be right and sit 
tight are uncommon. I found it 
one of the hardest things to learn. 
But it is only after a stock opera-
tor has firmly grasped this that 

“The game does not change”
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he can make big money. A man may see 
straight and clearly and yet become impa-
tient or doubtful when the market takes its 
time about doing as he figured it must do. 
That is why so many men in Wall Street, 
who are not at all in the sucker class, nev-
ertheless lose money. The market does not 
beat them. They beat themselves, because 
though they have brains, they cannot sit 
tight.

Trend as Friend

In starting a movement it is unwise to take 
on your full line unless you are convinced 
that conditions are exactly right. Remem-
ber that stocks are never too high for you 
to begin buying or too low to begin sell-
ing. But after the initial transaction, don’t 
make a second unless the first shows you a 
profit. Wait and watch.

They say you never grow poor taking 
profits. No, you don’t. But neither do you 
grow rich taking a four-point profit in a 
bull market.

Don’t Be a Glutton

Old Baron Rothschild’s recipe for wealth 
winning applies with greater force than 
ever to speculation. Somebody asked him 
if making money in the Bourse was not a 
very difficult matter, and he replied that, 
on the contrary, he thought it was very 
easy. “I will tell you my secret if you wish. 
It is this: I never buy at the bottom and I 
always sell too soon.”

Fighting Bias

I [have tried to be] utterly free from specu-
lative prejudices. The bear side doesn’t ap-
peal to me more than the bull side, or vice 
versa. My one steadfast prejudice is against 
being wrong. 

You may find many people, reputed to be 
intelligent, who are bullish because they 
have stocks. I do not allow my possessions 
– or my prepossessions either – to do any 
thinking for me. That is why I repeat that 
I never argue with the tape. To be angry 

at the market because it unexpectedly or 
even illogically goes against you is like get-
ting mad at your lungs because you have 
pneumonia. 

It is inseparable from human nature to 
hope and to fear. When the market goes 
against you, you hope that every day will 
be the last day and you lose more than 
you should had you not listened to hope – 

the same ally that is so potent a sucess-
bringer to empire builders and pioneers. 
And when the market goes your way you 
become fearful that the next day will take 
away your profit, and you get out too 
soon. Fear keeps you from making as 
much money as you ought to. The suc-
cessful trader has to … reverse what you 
might call his natural impulses. Instead of 
hoping he must fear; instead of fearing he 
must hope. He must fear that his loss may 
develop into a much bigger loss, and hope 
that his profit may become a big profit. It 
is absolutely wrong to gamble in stocks 
the way the average man does.

On Losses

Losing money is the least of my troubles. 
A loss never bothers me after I take it. 
I forget it overnight. But being wrong – 
not taking the loss – that is what does 
the damage to the pocketbook and to the 
soul. You remember [the] story about the 
man who was so nervous that a friend 
asked him what was the matter. “I can’t 
sleep,” answered the nervous one. “Why 
not?” asked the friend. “I am [long] so 
much cotton that I can’t sleep thinking 
about it. It is wearing me out. What can 
I do?” “Sell down to the sleeping point,” 
answered the friend.

When I lose money by reason of some de-
velopment which nobody could foresee, 
I think no more vindictively of it than I 
do of an inconveniently timed storm. Life 
itself from the cradle to the grave is a gam-
ble and what happens to me because I do 
not possess the gift of second sight I can 
bear undisturbed.

Learning

I owe my early success as a trader not to 
brains or knowledge, because my mind 
was untrained and my ignorance was co-
lossal. The game taught me the game. And 
it didn’t spare the rod while teaching.

If a man is both wise and lucky, he will not 
make the same mistake twice. But he will 
make any one of the ten thousand broth-
ers or cousins of the original. The Mistake 
family is so large that there is always one 
of them around when you want to see 
what you can do in the fool-play line.

Whenever I have lost money in the stock 
market I have always considered that I 
have learned something; that if I have lost 
money I have gained experience, so that 
the money really went for a tuition fee.

On Short Selling

The real reason for a protracted decline is 
never bear raiding. When a stock keeps on 
going down you can bet there is something 
wrong with it, either with the market for 
it or with the company. If the decline were 
unjustified, the stock would soon sell be-
low its real value and that would bring in 
buying that would check the decline.

The stocks which have had the worst 
breaks in the past 20 years did not decline 
on bear raiding. But the easy acceptance 
of that form of explanation has been re-
sponsible for losses by the public amount-
ing to millions upon millions of dollars. 
It has kept people from selling who did 
not like the way the stock was acting and 
would have liquidated if they had not ex-
pected the price to go right back after the 
bears stopped their raiding.

ON TAKING LOSSES:

A loss never bothers me after 
I take it. Not taking the loss – 
that is what does damage to 
the pocketbook and the soul.
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Life Outside Work

I never allowed pleasure to interfere with 
business. When I lost it was because I was 
wrong and not because I was suffering 
from dissipation or excesses. There never 
were any shattered nerves or rum-shaken 
limbs to spoil my game.

There isn’t a man in Wall Street who has 
not lost money trying to make the market 
pay for an automobile or a bracelet or a 
motorboat. What does a man do when he 
sets out to make the market pay for a sud-
den need? Why, he merely hopes. He gam-
bles. He runs much greater risks than he 
would if he were speculating intelligently, 
in accordance with beliefs logically arrived 
at after a dispassionate study of underly-
ing conditions. I could build a huge hos-
pital with the presents that the tight-fisted 
stock market has refused to pay for.

The more I made the more I spent. This is 
the usual experience with most men. No, 

not necessarily with easy-money pickers, 
but with every human being who is not a 
slave of the hoarding instinct. Some have 
the money-making and the money-hoard-
ing instinct equally well developed, and of 
course they die disgustingly rich.

It does not take a reasonably young and 
normal man very long to lose the habit 
of being poor. It requires a little longer 
to forget that he used to be rich. I sup-
pose that is because money creates needs 
or encourages their multiplication. I mean 
that after a man makes money in the stock 
market he very quickly loses the habit of 
not spending. But after he loses his money 
it takes him a long time to lose the habit 
of spending.

After I married I put some money in trust 
for my wife. And after the boy came I put 
some in trust for him. The reason I did this 
was not alone the fear that the stock market 
might take it away from me, but because I 
knew that a man will spend anything he 

can lay his hands on. By doing what I did 
my wife and child are safe from me.

Timelessness

Nowhere does history indulge in repeti-
tions so often or so uniformly as in Wall 
Street. When you read accounts of booms 
or panics, the one thing that strikes you 
most forcibly is how little either stock 
speculation or stock speculators today 
differ from yesterday. The game does not 
change and neither does human nature.

While Jesse Livermore later gained even 
greater prominence as a trader by heavily 
shorting stocks in the 1929 crash, his life 
ultimately ended in tragedy. After a long 
series of setbacks in the 1930s, he took his 
own life in November 1940 at age 63.

Reminiscences of a Stock Operator is 
published by John Wiley & Sons. Several 
editions are available in print and digital 
formats wherever books are sold. 
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