
From the Horse's Mouth - some messages are best heard from Father 
 
“Family dynamics” is a difficult phrase. “Family” means close relationships, complex emotions, 
shared history, hot buttons and people who know how to press them. “Dynamics” means change 
and change very often comes in fits and starts; quick changes that people have not managed in 
advance, that they may never have considered as a possibility and that have severe consequences. 
They may even have avoided thinking about change as the thought is simply too difficult to 
contemplate. Death is one of those radical changes that many find just too difficult to 
contemplate, too difficult to plan for, too difficult to manage in advance. Yet it happens to all of 
us! 
 
As private client professionals lawyers, accountants and trustees deal with, or should deal with, 
death as an inevitable event that logically needs to be considered. The will or trust deed must, by 
definition, deal with the dividing up of assets on death, but has the testator of the will or settlor 
of the trust considered family dynamics? 
 
I would suggest that there are “two biggies” when it comes to family dynamics. One is 
divorce/second families and the other is sibling rivalries. These two circumstances arise in many, 
many ultra-high-net-worth families.  
 
Sorry to appear sexist, but most large fortunes are still created by men. From my personal 
observation, it is not uncommon that wealthy men have complicated marital arrangements. The 
wealthier they are, the more complex their marital arrangements tend to be. Think Rupert 
Murdoch, Jeff Bezos or Donald Trump. Even stodgy, old, Warren Buffet had an official and 
unofficial wife until the official wife died. Second (or third) wives often mean second (or third) 
families. They may well “get along” (post rancorous divorce) while the Mr. Big is still alive simply 
because they still curry his favour for his pecuniary rewards. But what happens when Mr. Big is 
no longer there to keep people in line? There is a big pot of money to fight over - happy days for 
the litigation lawyers. 
 
Same for sibling rivalries. Nothing gets temperatures and legal fees running higher than good old 
sibling rivalries. Even where siblings are civil and loving toward each other, the gloves come off if 
there is any soupçon that “Daddy always loved you more”. Whatever complications siblings 
might have, triple it for half-siblings where respective mothers are there on the side-lines cheering 
on their own children at the expense of the children of “that bitch who stole my husband”. Yes 
indeed, wonderful fodder for legal warfare. The more money to fight about, the longer this may 
take to resolve.  
 
So, we can easily see the makings of a train wreck. A long, public, expensive train wreck. Think 
Johnny Hallyday (if you’re not aware of the estate of the famous French singer who left all his 
fortune to his much younger fourth wife and adopted children, cutting out his two natural 
children from his first marriage, Google it and enjoy the fireworks). 
 
So is the train wreck inevitable? Is it bound to happen on the death of Mr. Big, come what may? I 
would suggest that there is a way, perhaps the only way, to try to avoid the train wreck. I would 
suggest that it cannot be avoided by lawyers or trustees post mortem. It cannot be avoided by a 
well-meaning mother or wise “Uncle Fred”. It can only be avoided by Mr. Big himself, during his 
lifetime.  
 
From the horse’s mouth: that is. I would suggest, that is the only way that the participants in 
these complex relationships will accept “what Daddy intended” for the family fortune. They need 



to hear it from the horse’s mouth. Anything less will leave doubt and give justification for a long, 
and if need be, expensive, fight for “their fair share”. 
 
The children, the step children, the grandchildren, the wives, will only accept the rules after death 
from one person; Mr. Big himself. But it won’t be easy. It means “front-end loading” the family 
dynamics that usually occur post death. It means Mr. Big will need to deal with those complex 
emotions and perhaps some of his own culpability while he is still around so that the 
misunderstandings, the poor parenting, the absences, the emotions all come to the surface during 
his lifetime. In contemplating the emotional angst, it is certainly understandable why most Mr. 
Bigs and their advisors simply would rather defer this as long as possible, even delay it beyond 
death and let things fall where they may.   
 
Let me share with you a few cases (all names have been changed) that I have experienced; a 
couple that never had the “horse’s mouth” conversation between settlor and family and a couple 
where the settlors had the courage to do it for the long term emotional well-being of their 
families. 
 
Case 1:  Harold Simpson - The Prince Charles Syndrome  
Harold, a very successful entrepreneur who died at 96 survived by three children, who themselves 
were over all over 60, the eldest son, Mark was over 70. There were 8 grandchildren and 12 great 
grandchildren on his death, with more to come after he died. Harold never completed high 
school but was a firm believer that education was the best, most likely path to success and 
therefore set up a trust for his grandchildren and great-grandchildren for schooling costs all the 
way to university and even graduate school if they had the capability. This was uncontroversial. 
There was a second trust however that was to be split between three generations per stirpes. In 
that trust were businesses and real properties to be managed by the trustee (my company) and 
advised by a family committee comprised of three grandchildren (not children). This was set out 
in Harold’s Letter of Wishes and the reason was quite simple: Harold believed that his children 
were simply not up to the job; that the “entrepreneur gene” had skipped a generation and that 
some of his grandchildren were more capable business-wise than his children (and he was right). 
So what’s the problem? The problem was that Mark Simpson, Harold’s oldest son, resented 
being by-passed by the trustee and his son and nieces/nephews on the family committee as “head 
of the family”. It was complicated: Mark was under his father’s thumb his whole life only to be 
told on his father’s death that he was still being controlled by his father “from beyond the grave”. 
Mark did everything he could to stir up trouble, personally, legally and from a business 
perspective. There was a way for Harold to smooth this over during his lifetime; by explaining to 
Mark that he felt that the next generation should be empowered given the future prospects of the 
trust, but he chose not to do that.  I guess Mark has a bit of the “Prince Charles Syndrome” 
where he was heir to the family business his whole life only to have people suggest that he be 
passed over in favour of his son. He felt humiliated and took vengeance at every possible 
opportunity. 
 
Case 2: Frank Finklestein - the harmonious second family. 
Frank inherited a large fortune in a multinational industrial powerhouse in its field. Frank, a 
former CEO of the group is now over 80 and while very active in every other way, he has long 
given up the ropes to the family company. The family has successfully defied the “shirtsleeves-to-
shirtsleeves in three generations” hex; the private family company has thrived under professional 
management and each of the branches of the family enjoys lottery-sized dividends annually. Part 
of the family success is undoubtedly due to their strong family solidarity, respect for each other 
and traditional family values. Despite this, Frank’s first marriage did not endure and Frank 
remarried 30 years ago; he has two children from each marriage. There are long-time family trusts 



that were organized when Frank left the company but with the children from the second 
marriage reaching ages of responsibility, he decided to reorganize some of the trusts and set up 
new trusts to even things up a bit between all the children. The result was quite a difficult 
conversation with all of the children in one room where the assets and the dividing of them was 
discussed openly. It had the possibility of going wrong but with the bedrock of the shared respect 
and values, the discussion was remarkably, I would say even refreshingly, candid. Rather than 
resentment, there was mutual support and understanding; there were public declarations of 
acceptance, love and affection. I really thought that they might engage in a group hug after the 
meeting, but they didn’t (they aren’t American). 
 
Case 3: Geraldine Jones - It’s about the money 
It has to be said that Geraldine was a difficult woman; even she would admit that was the case. I 
think that part of the reason for her surliness was that she had quite a difficult relationship with 
her mother and a complex one with her father and siblings. She was a very handsome and well-
educated woman who could be entirely gracious in a social setting but privately she was quite 
tortured by the relationships with her children as well as with her many medical issues. Geraldine 
had two children from a marriage that had ended 20 years ago. When we took over the family 
trusts I went to meet the children (in their 30’s) for the first time and I remember how impressed 
I was with them. From her description, I expected them to be quite grasping and unfeeling 
towards her; I found them to be anything but that. They seemed to be caring children wishing the 
best for their mother and grateful for the wealth that she decided to shower upon them. 
Geraldine seemingly was always at war with one or both of her children. The reasons for the 
discord was not always clear to me, or to her children from what they told me. Certainly part of 
difficulty was that Geraldine used the family wealth (which she inherited) as a weapon to bribe 
and control her children. She was holding them hostage for their love but predictably, this only 
alienated them (and her grandchildren). The theme that ran through Geraldine’s complaints 
about her children was that they could hardly wait to get their hands on the money; her son, in 
particular, and her son-in law as well, who she saw as a gold-digger. As Geraldine was in and out 
of hospital many times over the last few years, she had a number of attempts at updating the 
Letter of Wishes for the trusts. As her condition worsened it wasn’t entirely clear whether or not 
she had legal capacity when the various letters were drafted (there was more than one!). We had 
encouraged the family over many years to have an “all parties meeting” and while there were 
meetings scheduled, none ever took place. Despite some quite substantial accusations of disparity 
in the division of assets during Geraldine’s lifetime, and while the situation has not yet completely 
been resolved, it appears that we may have been able to achieve a segregation of assets between 
the siblings without litigation. They are sensible people and I strongly believe that they will come 
to a sensible solution, but mother could have made all of this a lot less complicated by putting 
aside the squabbling and opening the lines of communication during her lifetime. 
 
Case 4: William Sands – The buck stops here 
William is the most successful man I know. Don’t get me wrong; while he is a billionaire, he is 
not the richest man I know. In our profession, we have the privilege of meeting and dealing with 
professionally and personally many very rich and successful people, but William is self-made and, 
in addition, he is cultured, worldly and well-educated. He is a connoisseur of art and fine wine. 
He speaks four languages and is widely read in all four. He could walk into any room on any 
continent and dominate it, no matter who else was in that room. Heads of state, captains of 
industry, and entertainment and media types all recognize his wealth, his power, his integrity and 
his intellect. On top of all that, he has had only one wife and has three well educated, well-
adjusted children. All of the children are smart and responsible and there is no palpable rivalry 
between them; they are all supportive and loving siblings. Like I said, in all respects, William is 
the most successful person at all facets of life that I know.  So, what could go wrong? The oldest 



son runs a successful company and clearly is the best “safe pair of hands” to manage, with the 
trustees, the family fortune so that the wealth will be dynastic for future generations. How do you 
tell the other two children that they will not be in control; that their brother is “the chosen one”? 
The decision to put number-one-son in charge sits comfortably in William’s view of 
primogeniture as the best means of maintaining a family fortune. William instinctively knew that 
if he left the matter silent until his death, that it would leave his eldest son with a very difficult 
situation as the person in control over the major part of the family wealth. Would the other 
children just accept the unhappy surprise on father’s death? How would the eldest son feel as 
having the whip hand over his siblings? Would it cause a family rift? What about spouses; would 
they fuel the fires of jealousy and greed? William came to the conclusion that the only way that 
this could transition in an orderly way was for all of his children to hear about his future plans 
while he was still around. So they could question him about it and understand his rationale. So 
that they could hear that his decision was based on skill sets and preparedness of the eldest son; 
not because father “loved him more”. A meeting was called with the entire family, the family 
lawyer and the trustees (me and another director) to attend the reading of the Letter of Wishes. It 
was a very emotional affair. Father explained his rationale, the burden (rather than the benefits) 
that he saw being placed on his eldest son’s shoulders. He expressed the faith he had in his wife 
and in his children to honour his wishes and support their brother. It was emotional. It was 
touching. There was even a group hug (even though they are not American either). William 
demonstrated once again why he is successful; he is a deep, forward thinker and he takes on the 
challenges head-on. He also mentioned to me after that he wanted to put a provision in the trust 
that any person who challenges the trust should be immediately and entirely disinherited. 
 
 
So, with the benefit of those experiences and the wisdom of my clients, who did face the music 
by delivering “the news” themselves, I do believe that they have saved their spouses and children 
from wondering for the rest of their lives “what was Daddy thinking?” 
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