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FROM THE EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

Building Good Things

CAROLE J. VANSICKLE ELLIS, EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

lem-solving in your real estate business:

•  Our cover feature, specially expanded 
for this edition, reveals the methods 
used and insights gained by one of the 
best in the business when it comes to 
making really big investments happen 
repeatedly for more than six decades, 
Samuel K. Freshman. 

•  This month's Special Section, focused on mul-
tifamily investing, tackles a vast array of means 
and methods for getting started in multifamily 
as well as maintaining and growing your existing 
multifamily portfolio. What better way to expand 
your investing perspective than to literally think 
bigger in your investments?

•  Our contributors, writing from an expanse of 
viewpoints and experience in the active indus-
try, unswervingly identify, analyze, and resolve 
strategic difficulties with investment vehicles and 
broader, sector-related social and economic crises 
looming on the horizon – all through the lens of 
productive, ethical, profitable real estate investing. 

It’s clear at this point that 2018 is going to be an 
unusual year, with the likelihood high for banner 
triumphs and failures on many different fronts across 
housing markets around the country. Thinking 
bigger, broader, and better will be crucial to not just 
weathering any storm, but thriving through it. 

At Think Realty, we are dedicated to providing you 
with the resources you need at every point in your 
real estate investing journey, and we are proud to be 
part of an industry that sits squarely among your ave-
nues toward financial success and security at every 
given time. Build good things with us. Start now. •

eal estate investors often do their 
best work during the worst 

times. We’ve all met investors who 
turned their fortunes and family lives 
around on their last dime or helped 
create hope and economic revival in des-
perately struggling communities, and every 
one of us can relate when it comes to picking up 
the pieces of a seemingly irreparable transaction and 
making the deal work despite the odds. 

Frequently, an investor’s willingness to broaden 
their conception of the real estate sector leads to 
the greatest achievements of all. A simple shift in 
perspective, making an insurmountable height seem, 
say, more like a long, steep, heart-racing-but-acces-
sible flight of stairs, is usually the predecessor to this 
type of conceptual expansion. 

If you’re seeking that shift right now, then consider 
this: “Whatever good things we build end up building 
us.” The author of these words, famed motivational 
speaker and entrepreneur Jim Rohn, was a passionate 
entrepreneur and savvy businessman considered by 
many real estate investors to be a primary source of 
inspiration and motivation.

After departing not one, but two, successful di-
rect-sales positions where he was both thoughtfully 
mentored and financially rewarded, Rohn dove into 
motivational speaking and personal development. He 
flourished, teaching business strategy and personal devel-
opment for the remainder of his life. A voluntary shift 
in perspective took things from good to otherworldly, 
both in terms of Rohn’s personal success and his lasting, 
extensive legacy, which includes mentoring famed moti-
vational speaker Tony Robbins early in his career. It is no 
less than appropriate, then, that Rohn’s commentary on 
building introduces this issue of Think Realty Magazine. 

Throughout our March issue, we offer you a variety of 
perspectives on growth, expansion, profitability, and prob-
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THE BIGGEST 
MISTAKE I MADE 
WAS NOT BUYING 
ENOUGH. SECOND-
BIGGEST MISTAKE 
WAS SELLING          
TOO SOON.”

SAMUEL K. FRESHMAN                                                                           
AUTHOR OF TODAY'S "BIBLE" ON REAL 
ESTATE SYNDICATION, PRINCIPLES 
OF REAL ESTATE SYNDICATION, AND 
FOUNDER OF PRIVATE REAL ESTATE 
INVESTMENT FIRM STANDARD 
MANAGEMENT COMPANY
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Samuel K. Freshman Has Been 
Making the Right Choices for 60 Years.

BY CAROLE VANSICKLE ELLIS
PHOTOS BY JON ENDOW PHOTOGRAPHY

Building Big
& Buying Right
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Real Estate Syndication: 
A partnership between 
two or more investors. 
In most real estate 
syndications, the 
sponsor puts the deal 
together and the other 
investor or investors 
provide most of the 
financial equity. The 
result is that all involved 
parties are able to do 
deals together that they 
could not transact alone.  

COVER
STORY

SAMUEL K.
FRESHMAN

intellectual gift, but that’s just not true,” 
he said modestly. “My life has been the 
story of the lady and the tiger, and I’ve 
been lucky enough to walk through the 
door where the lady is every time I had 
to make a choice.” 

Sixty years into a highly successful 
real estate investing career during 
which he has transacted hundreds of 
deals, taught thousands of investors, 
and leveraged millions of dollars in 
successful investments, Freshman seems 
to have a gift for making the right 
choices. However, it is inaccurate to say 
he has left everything up to chance. 

The author of multiple books, 
chairman emeritus of the Stanford 

Professionals in Real Estate (SPIRE), 
professor emeritus of real estate at 
the University of Southern California 
(USC) Marshall School of Business, 
and graduate of Stanford Law School 
says he “hates risk” so much that he has 
dedicated himself “to the only business I 
know of where you can’t lose if you have 
patience and don’t take on too much 
debt: real estate.”

PICKING THE RIGHT DOOR IS 
SIMPLE IF YOU’RE WILLING TO 
LISTEN

Perhaps the crucial point for 
Freshman’s success occurred when 
Freshman decided in his early 
adulthood to listen to people who 
knew more than he did. Specifically, he 
listened to his father. 

“When I started out at Stanford, I 
was pre-med. I hated it, so I asked my 
father, ‘What should I do here? Half my 
friends are going to business school, and 
the other half are going to law school,’” 

Freshman recalled. “My father hated 
lawyers, but he wanted one in the family, 
so he told me to go to law school. I did.

“When I graduated, I didn’t know 
what kind of law to practice, so I asked 
my dad: court law? tax law? litigation? 
He said, ‘Go into real estate law. Real 
estate is where all the money is made in 
California.’ So, I did. I practiced law and 
invested every penny I made into real 
estate, and the rest is history.” 

Of course, there is a little more to the 
history than that. In 1956, Freshman 
started out practicing law with a 
company that owned a great deal of 

real estate in Hollywood, California, at 
the time. “They actually had developed 
that land in the 1890s and 1900s, but 
when I started working for them, they 
were liquidating the company. I spent 
about a year learning everything there 
was to know about the history and 
development of Southern California, 
then I went out and opened my own law 
office,” he said. “Networking is one of 
my hobbies, you could say, so I joined a 
lot of organizations, met a lot of people, 
and the whole time I was practicing law 
I was putting every penny I could get 
into real estate.” 

SAMUEL K. FRESHMAN, author of 
Principles of Real Estate Syndication, the 
industry-acknowledged "bible" on the 
topic, and founder of private real estate 
investment firm Standard Management 
Company, describes his life as “the story 
of the lady or the tiger.” The narrative, a 
short story written in the early 1880s by 
Frank R. Stockton, relates the tale of a 
fictional kingdom in which men facing 
punishment must choose between two 
identical doors, one hiding a lovely 
woman to be the man’s future wife and 
the other hiding a ferocious tiger who 
will eat him alive. 

“People always think I’ve gotten 
where I have because of some kind of 

"WHY BIGGER
IS BETTER"

S amuel Freshman is known for 
buying big, but he insists that 

hard numbers nearly always back up 
the decision to go for larger proper-
ties over smaller when investing: 

“If you buy a 50-unit building, 
you have to have a manager. You 
are probably going to pay that 
manager about $50,000 a year to 
manage that property. Say you buy 
a 200-unit building. You still only 
need one manager, and you pay 
that manager about $15,000 more a 
year, $65,000, but you are generat-
ing four times as much revenue.

“Of course, that is a very simpli-
fied example, but the math almost 
always works out. You can make 
a lot more money by putting a 
lot of people together and buying 
something big than you can buying 
[something smaller] by yourself.

“There is great savings in volume. 
That is why someone who gets rich 
in real estate usually will have gone 
after the larger properties. You get 
successful investors who are very 
patient and buy a lot of individual 
properties, but I believe the most 
success is in large properties.”

Freshman founded Standard Management Company in 1961 while he was still a managing partner at a Beverly Hills law firm. Today, SMC actively 
seeks acquisition properties in multifamily and retail, as well as land investments in the western U.S.
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THE SUCCESSES I’VE HAD AND 
STANDARD MANAGEMENT COMPANY 
HAS HAD OVER THE YEARS IS A DIRECT 
RESULT OF THE AMAZING PEOPLE WITH 
WHOM WE HAVE PARTNERED AND 
WHO HAVE WORKED WITH US. MOST 
OF THE PEOPLE IN THIS OFFICE TODAY 
HAVE BEEN WITH ME MORE THAN 20 
YEARS. MANY OF OUR INVESTORS 
HAVE KNOWN US AND WORKED WITH 
US DECADES LONGER THAN THAT. AT 
THE END OF THE DAY, NO ONE CAN 
BE SUCCESSFUL ON THEIR OWN. I AM 
SURROUNDED BY THE BEST IN THE 
BUSINESS EVERY DAY. I COULD NEVER 
HAVE DONE IT ALONE.”

SAMUEL K. FRESHMAN                                                                 

SOMETIMES, YOU CAN’T 
AFFORD NOT TO CHOOSE

Freshman describes his exit from the 
legal sector as something he could not 
afford not to do. “After about 25 years of 
acquiring property, I could not afford to 
keep practicing law instead of investing 
in real estate full-time,” he explained. 
After leaving the firm he had founded 
and managed since shortly after 
graduating from law school, he started 
buying 1920s high-rise office buildings, 
adding value to the properties, and 
then selling them. Along the way, he 
discovered an axiom that would propel 
him into the largely undocumented 
territory of real estate syndication. 

“I realized that I needed to stop 
buying and selling. I had to start buying 
and keeping. When I first started in 
real estate, I was buying a building 
for $1 million and selling it for $2 
million, thinking I was doing great. 
Today, they’re worth $100 million, 
but unfortunately, I didn’t keep them,” 
Freshman said. He went on to say that 
he had to start syndicating his deals of 
necessity, “because no developer ever 
has enough money.” He immediately 
began rectifying the situation by 

bringing on investors, partners, and 
sponsors to do increasingly large and 
profitable real estate deals.

In 1971, Freshman wrote the first 
of three editions of Principles of Real 
Estate Syndication, which summarized 
Freshman’s experiences successfully 
syndicating real estate deals using real-
life examples, simple illustrations, and 
step-by-step instructions for syndicating 
any type of business enterprise, 
including, he said, “entertainment, 
oil and gas, timber, agriculture, 
manufacturing, restaurants, venture 
capital, and import and export.” In 
addition to real estate, Freshman also 
had invested in a small chain of theaters, 
owned a bank, and worked with his 
first employer, Jacob Stern & Sons, in a 
variety of other industry sectors. 

“I liked banking,” he said fondly. “I 
figured out pretty quickly, though, that I 
could make more money at a bank as a 
customer than as a banker.” In another 

A REPUTATION AS 
"STRAIGHT SHOOTER"

E arly in his career, Samuel         
Freshman made some decisions 

that he refers to as “lucky.” In reality, 
they might be better characterized as 
“honest, forthright, and reliable,” with 
possibly a small hint of “I told you so.” 
Freshman dedicated himself to honest 
dealing with his early partners, and he 
also dedicated himself to making sure 
they knew when they had missed an 
opportunity – and, whenever possible, 
giving them a second chance. 

“For 30 years, I was partners with 
Northwestern Mutual Life Insur-
ance Company. In a lot of the deals 
I did, 90 or 95 percent of the money 
in the deal was theirs. I started out 
with them; it was another instance of 
choosing the right door,” he said. 

When Freshman took his first deal 
to Northwestern, the two parties 
formed a successful partnership that 
served as a foundation for a long-
term relationship. However, North-
western did not always “bite” on 
Freshman’s opportunities. When that 
happened, he used a unique method 
to demonstrate his dedication to their 
relationship while highlighting the 
opportunity they had passed up. 

“I wanted to show that I was really 
on their side, so of course I always 
took things to them first. If they 
passed, though, and then later I was 
in a position to buy something else 
in close proximity to the deal they’d 
passed up, I would take it to them first 
again. If they passed on that, then I 
would go ahead and either raise mon-
ey elsewhere or use my own money 
to tie up the deal so that I could move 
forward and make money on that 
investment. But I always gave them 

the chance to get involved even when 
I could get anyone to partner with me 
that I wanted.

“After I did that two or three times, 
they knew that they could trust me. 
They were pretty likely to invest in any-
thing I thought was a good opportunity 
because they knew that I was a straight 
shooter and loyal. They couldn’t believe 
someone would give them a chance to 
come back in after the deal was all set 
up. If you treat people right, they’ll treat 
you right,” he said. 

Freshman concluded with an an-
ecdote from his father, whose advice 
started him off on the path to real 
estate syndication decades ago. “My 
father said that the most important 
thing to protect is your reputation. I 
wouldn’t fight a partner for the last 
penny, and I always treated my part-
ners fairly.” 

Sometimes, he was more than fair. 
In one deal that did not do as well as 
expected, a group of retired inves-
tors lost a great deal of money in the 
process. “I paid them all back, even 
though I had no legal obligation to do 
so,” Freshman recalled. “When that 
went around, it ended up opening a lot 
of doors for me,” he said pragmatically.

Samuel Freshman (R) has worked with his 
grandson, William "Billy" Schumann (L), 

since Schumann was in high school. He is now 
a full-time acquisitions associate with SMC.  
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book, Never Old Enough to Know Better, 
Freshman details what he learned from 
his various investments and career 
pursuits over the years. You can see an 
excerpt from that book on p. 29. 

ALWAYS LOOKING FOR 
OPPORTUNITY

As Freshman continued to pursue 
bigger and more exciting deals, he 
began to develop a philosophy on 
life and business that hinged on two 
principles. “There are two things you 
must avoid in any type of real estate, but 
particularly if you want to effectively 
raise money to do really big deals,” 
he said. “First, never skip your due 
diligence. Second, don’t get too greedy. 
Those two mistakes will ruin you, and 
they will also ruin your reputation.”

Freshman places an extremely high 
value on reputation, citing his rigorous 
honesty with investors for much of his 
success at garnering funding for real 
estate deals over the years. The key, he 
said, is to never sugarcoat anything. 

“Something I hear a lot these days at the 
height of an economic boom is the question, 
‘Where will we be with this investment in 
three years?’” he noted. “Well, frankly, three 
years from now the property will probably 

be worth less than we’re paying for it now, 
and I’m going to tell my investors that. We’re 
due for another recession. I’ve been through 
six recessions in 60 years, and property 
always drops way down.”

Freshman doesn’t stop with that bleak 
assessment, however. He believes six 
decades in the business has given him the 
perspective his investors need to circumvent 
drops in property values and, if the deal is 
structured correctly, outwait the market’s 
downswings. “If you borrow too much to do 
a deal, then you lose the property. You lose 
everything,” he explained. 

“However, as I tell my investors, I don’t 
borrow too much. I make my money with 
a pencil, and I am always looking at every 
way possible to squeeze as much money as 
possible out of every opportunity. If you 
stay with me in this investment for 10 years 
and have patience, we expect you to at least 
double your money and make six percent 
of your cash flow in the meantime.

“If you’ve got the time, you will 
always make money, assuming you 
bought right in the first place.”

“I hate risk. Real estate is the 
only business I know of where 
you can’t lose if you have 
patience and don’t take on too 
much debt.” 

BUYING RIGHT, AND         
BUYING BIG

Freshman’s dedication to the concept 
of “buying to keep” really big pieces 
of real estate may seem inaccessible 
to newer investors or investors not 
already established in the hot real 
estate markets where Freshman and 
his company do many of their deals. 
However, he insisted that real estate 
syndication is not nearly as intimidating 
or complicated as many believe. 

“When I’m teaching, I often meet new 
investors just starting out. They don’t 
have the capital to do big deals, and 
they think they need a couple million 
dollars if they want to invest in big deals 
like we do at Standard Management 
Company,” Freshman said. “I always tell 
them to go get themselves a partner. 
There are plenty of guys like me with 
all the money we need looking for 
property, and we’re far more interested 
in finding that property than working 
with somebody who will give us a 
couple million dollars. If your deal is 
good, then you will find someone to put 
the money in.”

Because the suggestion often 
intimidates new investors, Freshman 
told a story to illustrate the importance 
of finding that first partner. “I did not 

WHERE (AND WHAT)
SAM FRESHMAN IS BUYING IN 2018

S tandard Management Company has 
investments all over the country, but 

Samuel Freshman definitely has a favorite 
market for 2018. 

“We’re doing the best in Reno, Neva-
da, right now,” he said, adding he likes 
“Nevada in general” for this year. “We 
have probably half of our portfolio in 
Las Vegas and Reno.

“20 years ago, we didn’t have any 
property in Nevada at all, but things 
change in real estate all the time. You 
have to change with them. There are 
a lot of good things about Nevada, in-
cluding no state income tax and, unlike 
Florida (which also has no state income 
tax), Nevada has no hurricanes. There is 
stable, pleasant weather, and no person-
al income tax."

Freshman explained that he origi-
nally began investing in the Reno area 
“because of Amazon and Apple” and the 
many high-tech Silicon Valley companies 
opening branches in the area. Regarding 
Tesla, which many analysts cite as one 
of the main reasons to invest in Reno, 
Freshman has an unusual perspective 
not usually voiced in the industry. He 
considers Tesla “a bonus” for his Reno 
investments, but emphasized, “There is 
still risk with Tesla. With all this talk, 
the company still does not make a profit. 
That will always concern me.” 

Freshman added that he feels similar-
ly about the cannabis industry and the 
ever-popular bitcoin. His concerns with 
cannabis mirror those of many inves-
tors: simply that it is still illegal on a 
federal level. Freshman’s concerns with 
bitcoin are a little more complex. He 
compared bitcoin to the Dutch tulpen-
manie, or “tulip mania,” that occurred 
in the 1630s when the market for tulip 
bulbs shot sky high, then dramatically 
collapsed, ruining most market partic-

ipants in the process. “I feel like 
there is not enough support behind 
bitcoin right now,” he said, noting 
that for him, the presence of risk 
is a deal-breaker. “Of course,” he al-
lowed, “it could be that everyone in 
the world but me ends up making 
millions of dollars on it.” 

Standard Management Company employees enjoy a view of the 
airport out several of the wide office windows. "It's an efficient 
location since we operate all around the country," said Freshman.  

STANDARD MANAGEMENT COMPANY’S EDUCATIONAL OFFERINGS

S am Freshman and his Standard 
Management Company (SMC) 

offer a wide array of educational 
materials, including publishing news-
letters, whitepapers, audio seminars, 
and a number of books including 
Principles of Real Estate Syndication.   

SMC also hosts two annual 
conferences in Los Angeles and San 

Francisco each year. The Commercial 
Real Estate Update, Trends, & Net-
working Symposium, CRE 2018 “helps 
real estate investors learn how to make 
money in the new economy,” explained 
a company spokeswoman.

This year’s CRE  2018 will take place on 
March 22, 2018, in Los Angeles, and on 
March 26, 2018, in San Francisco. 

Learn more about the 
conference at CRE2018.com.

Learn more about SMC at
standardmanagement.com. 

“He’s a legend in the real 
estate business. He’s been 
enormously successful. 
He’s completed a ton of 
transactions, and he’s 
mentored a lot of people.”

- Brian Shirken, co-founder of 
Columbus Pacific, excerpt from 

the 2016 Stanford Real Estate 
Hall of Fame Tribute Video to                   

Sam Freshman (’54, JD ’56)
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have a lot of my own money when I 
started, so I worked with a wealthy guy 
at the country club who was looking 
for ways to invest money. He agreed 
to be a co-sponsor on the deal with 
me, which was really important. That 
first, vital partnership allowed me to 
say to investors, ‘The sponsors are 
putting in $2 million, or 20 percent’ 
instead of having to say, ‘I’m putting 
up one percent.’ Your investors will be 
satisfied that the sponsors are putting 
in 10 or 20 percent of the deal, and it 
usually will not matter as much how the 
initial money is split as long as you, the 

syndicator, have a good amount of your 
own money in there.” 

A LEGACY OF EXPERIENCE
After 60 years in the business, 

Freshman has a lot of perspective 
on today’s real estate market. Very 
little surprises him. Today, Standard 
Management Company offers property 
management and asset management 
services, runs a full-service brokerage, 
and serves in an advisory capacity 
to many of its investors in addition 
to investing in multifamily and 

commercial real estate and lending. 
“We were involved in the 

management and leasing of 
approximately 1 million square feet 
of office properties shortly after our 
founding,” Freshman observed. “By 
the 1970s and 1980s, we had acquired 
more than 6,000 multifamily units, 
were operating industrial properties 
throughout the U.S., and had large 
projects in Burbank, Santa Maria, 
Ontario, and Sacramento, California; 
New Orleans, Louisiana; Nashville, 
Tennessee; Atlanta, Georgia; Columbus, 
Ohio; Houston and Dallas, Texas; and 

Lawton, Oklahoma,” he said proudly. 
He added that the company still actively 
seeks acquisition opportunities in 
multifamily and retail property and 
land investments in the western U.S. 
(see sidebar on p. 27 to learn more 
about Freshman’s favorite markets). 

Freshman and his company are 

dedicated to educating investors at all 
levels, and the company hosts two annual 
conferences in southern California in 
addition to a vast array of conferences, 
webinars and podcasts (see sidebar on 
p. 26). Freshman specializes in tactics 
to maximize the opportunity in every 
deal, including strategic uses of 1031 

exchanges and other tax-advantaged 
strategies. “There is always a better way 
to structure a transaction,” he said. • 

Carole VanSickle Ellis is the editor of 

Think Realty Magazine. She can be 

reached at cellis@thinkrealty.com.

"WHAT I HAVE 
LEARNED FROM                                  
SOME OF MY                                   
BUSINESS AND 
PERSONAL 
EXPERIENCES"

B elow, find an excerpt from          
Samuel Freshman’s book,           

Never Old Enough to Know Better. 

1. AS A BOARD CHAIRMAN, I LEARNED:

Start board meetings on time and keep 
them focused. Prepare an agenda and 
stick to it. If the discussion strays, defer 
the issue to a committee.

2. AS A BORROWER, I LEARNED:  
Shop for competitive bids for loans, just 
as you do for any other product. It’s the 
banker – not the bank – that deter-

mines the outcome. 

3. AS A LENDER, I LEARNED:

Be cautious about anyone who offers 
more than the current market rate.

4. AS A BUSINESS PARTNER, I LEARNED:  
You need to have a strong compatibility 
with your business partner. You and 
your partner need to share in the 

decision making. 

5. AS A COMPETITIVE HORSEBACK RIDER, 
I LEARNED:  

Sometimes the horse knows better    
than you. 

6. AS A HUSBAND, FATHER & GRANDFATHER, 
I LEARNED:  

Always be available for your family, be 
sensitive to their needs, and look for 
opportunities for quality time together. 

7. AS A YOUNG MAN, AS AN OVERNIGHT      
CAMP DIRECTOR, I LEARNED:  

Keep your campers busy learning, and 
most importantly, have fun.

8. AS A STUDENT, I LEARNED:

Never stop learning. 

9. AS A NETWORKER, I LEARNED:

Always carry business cards.

10. AS A COLLEGE PROFESSOR, I LEARNED:

You learn more from the students than 
they do from you. 

Sam Freshman and Mark Wittcoff, a loan 
consultant with SMC, discuss strategy. 


