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Elizabeth Colegrove and her husband (an ensign in the Navy) have quickly amassed a 
property portfolio that I think puts them in “mogul” status. They’ve got 7 houses so far 
and neither of them is 30 yet. Both work full-time and run the real estate business as a 
side hustle, which earns around $1800 in monthly cash flow.  

http://www.sidehustlenation.com/houses


They plan to expand their empire to the point where it spins off $100,000 in annual cash 
flow and retire in 14 years. You can learn more about Elizabeth at her site, 
ReluctantLandlord.net.  

The 3 Pillars of Real Estate Investing 

1. Cash Flow: This is the spread between how much you charge for rent and your 
monthly expenses. In Elizabeth’s case, it’s around $200-400 per house and 
around $1800 per month in total. 

2. Appreciation: Over time, property values tend to increase. Even if values remain 
flat, tenants are paying off your mortgage each month. Elizabeth and her 
husband are building around $1650 in automatic equity each month thanks to 
this. 

3. Tax Benefits: Most homeowners can write-off their mortgage interest on their 
taxes, and landlords can do the same. (Please consult a tax professional.) 

Leverage is Your Friend  

Elizabeth mentioned that on their 7 properties, they’ve put a grand total of $155k down. 
Then she joked that I could call the episode $1.1 Million in Debt by 27, but that drove 
home the point that she’s highly leveraged in this business.  

Her goal is to put as little money down as possible, and pay off the loans with rent 
checks over time. She offered several zero and low-down payment options, including: 

 VA Loans 
 FHA Loans 
 USDA Loans 
 Loans through your credit union 
 5% down conventional financing 

Most (if not all) of these programs are only available to owner-occupied properties, 
meaning you have to plan on living in the house for at least a year. Otherwise traditional 
“investor financing” required 20-25% down.  

Self-Management 

Even for their properties that are out-of-state, Elizabeth manages them all herself. She 
explained, “If I didn’t self-manage, I’d have zero margin.” 

Property management services generally take 8-10% of your monthly rent, which could 
wipe out all of your cash flow.  

For long-distance homes, Elizabeth has her tenants show the property to prospective 
new renters, and tries to fly out at least once a year to do an in-person walk-through. In 
a bind, you can have friends or neighbors in the area take care of anything hands-on. 

 

http://www.reluctantlandlord.net/


Lease Tips 

Elizabeth gave a couple tips for landlords in writing lease agreements. The first was that 
the first $100 of any repair is the tenant’s responsibility. She said that eliminated a lot of 
the whiny and nonsense maintenance calls.  

The second point was to a have a lease-break clause and hold tenants to it if they want 
to leave early. She charges 2 months’ rent as a lease-break. 

Managing Risk 

I asked if she created a separate corporate entity to limit liability for each property, and 
she said no, adding that that might void the terms of your mortgage. Instead, she carries 
a $2 million umbrella insurance policy that only costs a couple hundred dollars a month. 

Getting Started 

Elizabeth’s recommendation for young people getting started in building their empire 
was to be the landlord for your friends in your 20s. You may be living with roommates 
anyway, so why not have them help pay down your mortgage? 

Then as you move out, keep the property as an investment. This is something I regret 
when I moved across the country. My condo in Atlanta was in a nice building and 
probably could have generated some relatively low-maintenance cash flow.  

Financial Criteria 

“Traditional” real estate investors try and abide by The 1% Rule, which states your 
monthly rent should be at least 1% of the value of the home and the higher the better. 

For example, if you have a $100,000 home with a monthly rent of $1000, it fits the bill.  

Elizabeth noted that her houses don’t tend to reach 1%, but are closer to .7%. In her 
case, that might look something like a $200,000 house renting for $1400 a month.  

The other metric she mentioned was her cash on cash return. The cash on cash return 
is your annual profit divided by your acquisition cost (down payment + closing 
expenses).  

Let’s say she put $10,000 down into that $200,000 house under a 5% loan program. 
And let’s say the house generates $200 a month in cash flow. Ignoring closing costs 
and rehab investments, that house has a 24% cash on cash return. 

($200 x 12 months = $2400. $2400 profit / $10,000 down = 24%) 

A couple years ago she said cash on cash returns of 20-25% were common, but now it 
can be a struggle to get 12-14%. 

 



House Shopping 

Elizabeth gave some helpful house-hunting criteria if you’re looking to get into the rental 
game. She said she looks for 3 bedroom, 2 bath houses in neighborhoods she’d be 
comfortable living. She doesn’t seek out pre-foreclosure deals, but instead finds her 
properties on the MLS like everyone else. 

However, she did say, “We buy ugly!” Specifically, she’s looking for houses in good 
locations but that look gross. Cosmetic problems, she explained, generally knock more 
off the purchase price than they cost to fix. Paint and carpet are cheap; roofs, plumbing, 
and foundations are expensive. 

Over the last couple years, she’s developed a pretty good sense for what will increase 
rental value as well. That 4th bedroom? Absolutely. A prime location? For sure. But that 
expensive landscaping, decorative ceiling fan, or fancy bathroom tiles? Probably not so 
much. 

Elizabeth’s #1 Tip for Side Hustle Nation: 

Never put all your eggs in one basket. Don’t depend on one single source of traffic. 
Look for opportunities to drive your own traffic. 

More Info: 

 http://www.sidehustlenation.com/houses 
 ReluctantLandlord.net 

Until next time! 

-Nick 
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