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On August 7, 2007 Dick Johnson gave us an excellent presentation on “Personal Finances” with emphasis on record keeping and check writing. I, like Dick, have used QuickBooks to write my checks and keep my financial records. Recently, a friend chided me for not using BillPay at my bank. I had looked into this a long time ago and determined that my bank charged a little more than it cost to write a check and mail it – so no good. After my friend prodded me to join the 21st century, I checked with my bank, again, only to discover that if they changed the name of my checking account, BillPay would be free. Done. So, I write many fewer checks than before. Perhaps I can write them by hand! (Gasp) That is reason #1 for this effort.

Reason #2 is that the average household (at least mine) does not need the sophistication of an accounting program to keep household records. About the only thing we need besides a check record (i.e. stubs) is a way to collect some information for the IRS each year. Twenty or twenty five years ago, I wrote such a program in Basic and used it for most of those intervening years. But, Bill Gates decided that he would no longer let me run Basic programs using his latest operating system. That program also printed the checks on an old Epson 24-pin printer that served wonderfully for at least twenty years. That is when I turned to QuickBooks.
These two intersecting forces of minimal “accounting” and lowered demand for check writing led me to wonder if, just maybe, an Excel spread sheet might do the job. Yes, I think it will. This thinking has resulted in a spread sheet that looks suspiciously like a check record in your check book. There are four added columns and they are “Account”, “Memo”, “Cleared” and “Reconciled.” Maybe “account” is too grand a term. What I mean it to be is a code name that may apply to a number of different checks written to a number of different payees. This might be like lumping the electric, gas, water and phone bills under “Utilities.” Or, lumping Red Cross, American Cancer Society and Yosemite Fund under “Contributions.” But, then, one might write enough checks to one organization (i.e. Church at The Cross) to make that a separate “Account” like “Church.” The Cleared and Reconciled columns are useful when it comes time to see if you and the bank agree. This is such an anxious moment that I use smiley faces to indicate it is done. Here is an example of what the spread sheet looks like. It is assuredly a fictitious account because I don’t think I know anyone with this much money.
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I had to scrunch it together to print it here. It looks better on the Excel spreadsheet where I set it up to print in Landscape orientation so there is plenty of room for about 48 lines per page. There are lots more accounts you will want to use such as Taxes, Medical, Insurance, House Payments, etc. I am a terrible organizer so I am sure you can do a better job of this than I can. Think mostly of what you need for outside demands like the IRS. Don’t think in terms of detailed budgets because, admit it, you are not going to follow through with that. It seems as if I should be much more organized than I really am when I use QuickBooks or other accounting program. That is why I have a big “Miscellaneous” group in our personal records. That is none of the IRS’s business.
One nice thing about Excel is that when you start to type something you have typed above in the same column, Excel finishes the entry for you. So, we two-fingered typists can create entries more quickly later in the year! I have anticipated that you and I will make less than 400 entries per year so have activated 400 lines on each sheet. Of course, the spreadsheet does the calculations automatically. The sheet is locked except for the columns where entries are required.
Now, how do we find out how much we gave to charity for the IRS? On the spreadsheet there is a little down arrow by each of the column headings that can be searched. Like this.

[image: image2.png]B3 Microsoft Excel - Checkbook0B

Bl Edt Vew Insert

Format

ook Data Window Help

AR AR

1745 i\ Sheet1 { Shest2 { Sheetd /

i@ s d @A) © |21 By g | Y9 Reply with Changes,.. End Review.
B9 v A Cash
A |- I | © D E F G H 1 J K L
1 Checkbook |
2 |
3 Owner's Name Dogbur Crankshatt ! a
4 Address 12345 Home Dr. Tuesday, September 18, 2007 |
5 City. State, Zip Podunk, AK 99399 !
<!
3|
3 3
H
6 | =] & Notes:
7 |Payee Date [Z]Check#  [~]_Amount [~]_Deposit [+] Balance o . There are 400 lines
8 |Beginning Balance Sort Ascending 0341507 §123456.00 | 2. Select the down-ar
9_|Church At The Cross Sort Descendng 04237 BilPay $60000  §700.00 o $123BEB00 | . If you want to searc
10 |PGAE iy l05/19/107 BilPay 585,98 o s13E02 | down arrow and :
11 |ACES (1op 10..) 051257 BilPay §77.93 $123.49209 | . If you want to searc
12 | Amerigas é(“m'" B> y (0541707 T24 §234.00 $12300 o $12338109 | date, or (Custom.
13 |Church At The Cross SoapnnaBaEne o107 25 $400.00 o $1288109 all dates after a g
14 |PGLE Church 062317 26 §78.92 $122902.17 . If you want to searc
15 | ACES Contrutons 062417 BilPay §77.93 $122824.24 0 down arrow and :
16 |Red Cross Epdrict: 0625107 BillPay $25.00 $12279924 | amounts greater |
17 |American Cancer Society | phone 0672707 BilPay $33.00 $122786.24 |
18 | Payless Market Propans 071227 BilPay §44.00 §12272024 |
18 |cash e g lo7/20m7 27 $100.00 $12252224 |
20 [Volcano Telephone Company | oranks Josi 107 28 $67.45 §12255479 |
21 |Yosemite Fund Contributions 08113107 120 $25.00 §12252979 |
22 |Wiells Fargo Bank-Visa Miscellaneous  DB/24/107 BilPay §1,456.23 §1210735 |
23 |Cash Machine Withdrawal  Miscellaneous  08/30/07 Cash Machine $200.00 $10873% |
24 |
2 !
% !
27 !
E] |
2 !
|





I have clicked on the Account column arrow and a choice box has dropped down. I have selected “Miscellaneous” and once I did that, this display popped up.
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Do that for any other account name or payee name and you will have the information you need for preparing your income tax. You can print this sub-list in the usual way. Now, to get out of this, click the arrow in the same column and then click on (All). The original full list will show up. You can do that operation in either the Payee or Account column and you will have all you need to find out how much money you have spent in any given category. For some fun, you can click on the arrows in the Check Number column and search for a check number or all the checks over some number or under a certain number. You can do the same in the Date column. This may come in handy when the sheet grows large late in the year and you want to find an entry made on or before or after a certain date.
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I did that here on the Check # column. Then I selected (Custom…). That sounds a little scary, doesn’t it? It’s not. The next thing to pop up is:
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You can choose “is greater than” or any other description of what you want to find. Then, on the right you type in the amount, say 500. Click OK and all the checks with numbers greater than 500 will pop up. Again, close this out by clicking the arrow and then (All).

A word of caution – be consistent. That is, do not call the electric company “PG&E” one time and “Pacific Gas & Electric” another time. Do not call an account “Charity” one time and “Contributions” another time. Keep it simple. Life would be simpler if we did not have to pay so many bills and it is also simpler if you use fewer accounts. Miscellaneous is a wonderful account.
Printing may also present a challenge. If you click View>Page Break Preview, you will see that 400 lines cover eight pages. If you just click File>Print>OK, you will get the pages you want plus all the blank pages up to eight. So, In order to get just what you want, click on View>Page Break Preview first to see what pages you want. Then you can select just those pages in the print window.

I will be glad to share this spreadsheet with anyone who wants to look at it more closely with the usual disclaimers about it is not my fault if you go bankrupt and so forth. You can copy the last blank sheet as many times as you wish so the workbook can last forever.
If you are interested in constructing your own spreadsheet, here are some particulars that might be of interest. What I call the search option is accessed by clicking on Data> Filter> AutoFilter. If you do this while in the Payee heading, it will put the arrows and the function in all the contiguous headings to the right. I put a blank column after the Memo heading so it would stop there. The formula in the Balance column below the Beginning Balance is (are you ready for this?). =IF(OR(E9<>"", F9<>""), H8-E9+F9, ""). This is not so complicated. The classic IF statement says something like this: “IF(something is TRUE, then do this, else do that).” Now, the ‘something is true’ part says if cell E9 is not equal (<>) to blank (“”) or cell F9 is not equal (<>) to blank (“”). That is, if either of the two cells under the Amount heading or under the Deposit heading is not blank then… do some arithmetic. That arithmetic is subtract the Amount of the check and add the amount of the Deposit to the previous Balance, H8-E9+F9, in line number 9. The ‘else do that’ is leave this cell blank (“”). That is why all the cells below the active row are blank but will light up with a balance as soon as an entry is made. Just click on the + in the lower right corner and drag this formula down 400 rows. Isn’t this slick?
With BillPay in full swing, I find that I write many fewer checks but I still have to keep a record, don’t I? The bank record is handy on the web but it only shows those charges that have cleared. I want to know whether I am solvent if they all clear. So I need a record. My accounting needs are mostly limited to keeping a ready record for tax purposes. Budgeting is not my thing. For these reasons a check record with the addition of an “Accounts” and a “Memo” column is satisfactory. The frosting on the cake is the added feature of being able to isolate various accounts and payees for whatever reason. While I may have made the transition to the 21st Century, I have also simplified my life somewhat by not being dependent on Intuit to write my checks for me and demand that I account for every last penny. How often is it that computers simplify your life? 
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