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Josseph	de	la	Vega	

verything has a history and a time stamp; everybody has a past and a clock ticking
against him.
What matters is the man who comes up with something new which will change

history and build a new future: the visionary – the only one who challenges the blind passage of
time …

Such man is Josseph (observe his favorite way of spelling his first name) whose
confirmed full name is José Penso de la Vega.

Not much is known about him.  The little information which exists reveals that he has
been born into a family of wealthy Spanish and Portuguese Jews around 1650 in Spain.

As a teenager, Josseph went to school in Amsterdam, Netherlands where his father, who
had been persecuted and incarcerated by Inquisition in Spain, has immigrated for religion and
business  reasons.   The  city  of  Amsterdam  already  got  the  reputation  of  a  major  seaport  from
where ships were regularly leaving for the Americas and mystic Far East and to where they were
coming back fully loaded with gold, silver, exotic fruits and amazing sailor stories.

Commerce in those years was bursting at the seams and the big seaport city was the place
for shrewd businessmen to be.

Josseph had an easy adolescence and life because his father was very rich.
At the age of 18, he finished his first Hebrew drama in three acts, in which he depicted

the triumph of will over passions, which has been performed on stage in 1673.1

Those were the years when the Dutch were recovering from the ‘Tulip mania’ bubble
which has burst in 1637 vaporizing the savings of many investors into the wind.  Those were the
years when some Dutch cities already had Exchanges (or at least improvised meeting places
where businessmen were trading among themselves) due to the growing, bustling commerce
from the British, French, Spanish, Portuguese and Dutch colonies in the Americas and Africa,

1 What Josseph called ‘passions’ in the 1660’s, we simply call ‘emotions’ today.  In all major trading books written
after 1970, emotions are rightfully portrayed as the #1 enemy of cyber-traders.
Emotions are good at selling romance books, fiction novels and fairy tales for children but they remain the worst
obstacle to top performance in all professions, especially in cyber-trading.
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cities where it was in fashion for everybody to buy shares in all sorts of enterprises swelling the
booming international import/export.

As a teenager, Josseph lived in a vibrant metropolis with everything which somebody
serious about business could need.  Amsterdam soon became Europe’s busiest seaport and stayed
that way until now but in the 1660’s the city used to be what Singapore is nowadays in 2015:
super busy, vibrant life and profitable municipality …

With  everything  going  on  well  with  him,  Josseph  grew to  be  a  respected  merchant  and
philanthropist like his father, and also an elegant Spanish poet.

He filled the honorary offices of president of the Academia de los Sitibundos and
secretary of the Academia de los Floridos, founded by Manuel de Belmonte.  Josseph turned into
a prolific author and wrote over 200 letters to different princes and statesmen perhaps to
introduce them to the fail-safe concept of hedging and to solicit business.

A contemporary writer described him as "the marvel of the academies who made his
work proof against criticism by presenting his subject in ordered form; delicate in his sentiments
and of true refinement".

*
It is not clearly known how and when exactly Josseph got involved with trading

commodities.  Perhaps his father’s success in imports influenced him to follow into his footsteps.
The maxim ‘like father, like son’ does not always have pejorative connotations.

Amsterdam Stock Exchange
built ca. 1612

It  is  up  to  us  to  assume  that  living  in  the  busy
seaport which Amsterdam was, exposed him to the concept
of hedging which enabled powerful merchants to protect the
goods in their warehouse against potential losses from the
time  of  arrival  and  storage  to  the  time  of  delivery  to
wholesalers and retailers.

When hedging, the crop owner actually issues a
‘contract’ at a certain price for selling the crop at harvest
time and later.  Similarly, the big merchants issued
‘coupons’ for certain prices at different dates into the future.

This is how the futures industry started in Europe
first in Holland.

Big interests were at play making the hedge system become common practice until today.
To grasp what hedging means, think at an insurance policy you buy now for your house.
The only problem with illustrating the hedging procedure using the insurance model is

that the insurer can sell (or buy) insurance papers only to third parties (re-insurers) for profit or at
a loss, whereas the ‘coupons’ or ‘contracts’ were specifically designed to be sold or bought to
any third parties.

*
Josseph somehow bought and sold such ‘coupons’ (now called ‘futures contracts’),

activity without which he could not have discovered important trading concepts.  It is unknown
whether his teachers were the losses he took or the gains he made as a merchant or hedger, but
the truth is that he outlined four essential principles which are perfectly valid today after more
than 350+ years.

Here they are in his words:

1. Never advise anyone to buy or sell shares.



Where guessing correctly is a form of witchcraft, counsel cannot be put on airs.

2. Accept both your profits and regrets.
It  is  best  to  seize  what  comes  to  hand  when  it  comes,  and  not  expect  that  your
good fortune and favorable circumstances will last.

3. Profit in the share market is goblin treasure: at one moment, it is gemstones, the
next  it  is  coal;  one  moment,  diamonds,  and  the  next,  pebbles.   Sometimes,  they
are the morning dew that Aurora leaves on the sweet morning's grass, at other
times, they are just tears.

4. He who wishes to become rich from this game must have both money and
patience.

Every cyber-trader worth his salt comes across these gems of logic during his career,
either from his teacher or from his own experience if he is to graduate from the School of Hard
Knocks.

Not to say that every cyber-trader becomes a totally different person and professional
from the individual he once used to be in his previous civilian occupation(s), change without
which he will not be able to stay in business long.  A doctor can have a multimillion dollar
trading account but he will close it soon (mostly at a loss or too little profit to justify his time) if
he trades securities like a doctor instead of trading like a new person.

*
Josseph wrote several books, all in Spanish; his masterpiece is ‘Confusion of Confusions’

which has been published in 1688.
In it he did not describe how a magic, secret formula had worked successfully.  Let’s not

forget that Josseph was not a technical analyst, and I bet he never managed a trade the way we,
modern chartists, are managing our trades today.

Instead he presents the readers with the type of securities available in his time (spices,
herring, whale oil, tea, grains, stocks, bonds), the history of speculation, the dirty manipulations
from heavy hitters, intrigues, market cornering and regular business opportunities together with
once-in-a-lifetime opportunities, all of which were only a little worse than what takes place in the
markets across the globe at the present in 2015 and which we affectionately call ‘the battles of
bulls and bears’.

Let’s not forget that when the Exchanges started, the rules were made by those who
needed them, top businessmen who had huge stakes in the game and who had to speculate in
order to anticipate future prices.  The new rules and regulations which began appearing later
helped curb the excesses of heavy hitters who were in minority but never empowered the crowds
of small investors to become wise, gracious and profitable players and never stopped the crowds
growing in larger and larger numbers from playing the markets …

In dialogue format between a shareholder, a philosopher and a businessman, Josseph
made it easy for readers to understand who trades and why, exposing the details of the trading
process as it was done when he lived.

Josseph may have been the first one to invent the Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ’s)
model we see today at most web sites.



*
In the preface of his masterpiece, Josseph revealed the three reasons for which he had

written his thoughts on paper:

I. For his own pleasure.

II. To  describe  trading  which  is  "on  the  whole  most  honest  and  most  useful  of  all
businesses" to those who were not in the financial industry.

III. To describe, on the other hand "all the tricks the rascals know how to employ".

It is difficult for somebody – including me – to extol the virtues of an influential book
because every attempt to do so will by all means be inferior to the book itself.

Suffice to say that,  to honor Josseph for his seminal works,  the Federation of European
Securities Exchanges (FESE)2 started giving the De La Vega Prize3 annually to "young European
researchers who distinguish themselves by outstanding research on the securities markets in
Europe" from 2000.

‘Confusion of Confusions’ – the first trading book in the Western world – is available in
Spanish and English versions on the Internet.

I wonder what title Josseph would have given to his masterpiece work if he had lived
today.

*
Like a shaft of light coming from a remote lighthouse in the darkness of the night,

Josseph’s work from 350+ years ago reminds us that we – as traders and investors – must at all
times face the truth and reality head on, not our wishes and fantasies like the working class loves
to fabricate, if we are to win, that is.

Think for a moment: Josseph was a top businessman and well-off individual.  He did not
have  to  write  books  for  the  ignorant  and  helpless  public  to  learn  about  business  principles
forbidden to them when he had the free choice of spending all his time partying and travelling,
especially because he had ample means and topmost contacts in high society to do so.

His  book  –  a  gift  to  all  of  us  –  is  proof  that  a  great  man  alone  can  deal  with  the
destruction which large numbers of little men do, and that, even if the great man cannot stop or
reverse the widespread public spiritual ruin and crowd madness, he can at least dissuade it.

By putting his thoughts in order and writing his observations down on paper for posterity,
Josseph heard a call of duty which little men are destined to never hear …  At least Josseph left
something behind for us to read, while all his contemporaries who had achieved nothing special
in their “life” left absolutely nothing important for us to know or keep …

*
No better book than Josseph’s masterpiece ‘Confusion of Confusions’ has been written

for the past 350+ years to match or exceed the quality of wisdom therein.

2 www.fese.eu
3 The  prize  maximum  amount  awarded  is  €5,000.   The  recipients  of  the  De  la  Vega  Prize  in  2015  are  Dion
Bongaerts and Mark Van Achter from the Rotterdam School of Management, Erasmus University, for their paper
“High Frequency Trading and Market Stability”.
One truth emerges: when FESE chose Josseph’s name for their prize, Josseph scored a new victory.  His name is
now on everybody’s lips and keeps scoring new victories every year 300+ years after his untimely death.



This convinces me that his book is here to stay another 350 years and makes me wonder:
how many books written today in 2015 will still be meaningful 350 years from now?

How  many  of  these  people  who  like  to  call  themselves  Prime  Ministers  and  ornate
themselves with medals and titles like Nobel Laureates today will be relevant 350 years from
now?

How many queens and kings of today will still speak to posterity from the past 350 years
into the future and what will they be admired for in year 2365?

*
With trading increasing and spreading to all four cardinal points of the globe, many

books on trading have been written after José Penso de la Vega published ‘Confusion of
Confusions’ in 1688.

Today we have a large selection of manuscripts from where to choose what to add to our
personal library: many books are good and every single book has at least a page or paragraph of
pure wisdom which leaves a strong impression on us.

Why have the authors of these books not pushed Josseph farther and farther away into
oblivion if they were any good?

Why is that that after we finished reading one more book we need to re-read ‘Confusion
of Confusions’?

*
With very few exceptions, everything has a

beginning, a top or bottom, a cycle of fast/slow periods,
a  doing  with  undoing  tied  to  it  and  an  end.   Josseph’s
work is one blessed exception: in spite of the hundreds
of years which passed his work is still at the top with
no bottom, no undoing or finish in sight.

Yes, everything – including commodities
trading – and everybody has a history.

Even the losers have one.  You can unmask
them easily because they always talk about the past as
if they wished to go back in time and fix it and hope
you are the man to help them do so.

The up and coming winner will always be only
the man who talks about the future.

Pay close attention to him: he could be the one who is making history right under your
very unsuspecting nose.

The best thing about history is to start it! …

This article is an abridged
sample from John Craciun’s

motivational e-book ‘The
Money Art, Vol. VI’ available

for sale at
www.GainTraders.com

Feel free to e-mail it to your
friends.

	


