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The Inheritor’s Inner Landscape

In troduction

And rea Sp arrow 's ear liest im p ression s o f w ealth  w ere form ed  on  su m m er visits to h er  gran d p aren ts' 
esta te in Pen n sylvan ia . Th e h ou se w as vast. It had  an  elevator, an  en orm ou s p layroom  w ith  a bu ilt- 
in m ovie screen , a lon g  d in in g-room  table w ith  a bu zzer to su m m on  th e m aid s, th ir teen  ba th room s 
and  a ch au ffeu r on  d u ty. M ore im p ortan t, th ou gh , it w as a h om e filled  w ith  h u m an ity  and  in tim acy.

And rea fond ly recalls th e w arm  a tm osp h ere h er  beloved  g ran d m oth er  created  in th is m agical 
p lace: 'Gram  w as a really rem arkable w om an . Sh e w as so kind  and  n on ju d gm en ta l and  in terested  in 
p eop le. Even  w h en  I w as a h ip p ie in m y lon g  skirts and  m y tu rqu oise jew elry  and  w ou ld  visit h er  
w ith  m y first h u sban d , th e Berkeley rad ical— you  know , even  th en  I w as still h er  gran d d au gh ter .
Sh e w ou ld  n ever have th ou gh t to treat m e d ifferen tly  from  all h er  o th er  gran d ch ild ren . Sh e had  
su ch  good  m an n ers. Many, m an y p eop le loved  h er .'

As a m id d le-aged  w ife and  m oth er  o f tw o, An d rea still a ssocia tes w ealth  w ith  th ose hap p y 
m em ories. H er  ow n life n ow  reflects th e gen erosity  and  o p en -h ea r ted n ess sh e ap p reciated  in h er 
gran d m oth er: 'I give a lot o f m y m on ey  aw ay. All th e accou n tan ts tell m e I give a m u ch  greater  
p ercen tage every year th an  I shou ld . I love bein g  able to d o th at. And  I d o a lot o f volu n teer  w ork for 
an  AIDS agen cy  h ere in N ew  York. Five years ago I m et a guy w ith  A IDS th rou gh  th e agen cy. H e 
w as d rinking, h e w as on  th e streets, in m en tal h osp itals, on  d ru gs. H e h as Rastafar ian  h air  and  can  
hard ly read  or  w rite. Bu t w e m ad e a h eart con n ection  and  h ave becom e really good  friend s. W e call 
each  oth er  T h e  Od d  Cou p le.' God , h e h as tau gh t m e so m u ch  abou t som eon e w h o is n ot like m e!'

Bein g  a w ealth y  w om an  has n ot kep t And rea from  m akin g  fru itfu l con n ection s w ith  p eop le 
o f very d ifferen t backgrou n d s. N or h as it felt like a bu rd en  in an y o th er  resp ect. For And rea, com in g 
in to m on ey h as been  an  u n ad u lterated  boon : "Fo r  m e, th ere isn 't  a 'h a rd est th in g ' abou t h aving 
w ealth ; it isn 't  hard . I som etim es w ish  I had  m ore m on ey  so 1 cou ld  give even  m ore aw ay. I can  help  
p eop le w ith  it, and  I can  en joy  it m yself. I d on 't  have to w orry; I can  bu y m ore art! Th e best th in g 
for m e is th e secu rity and  bein g  able to give th a t to m y kid s. W h a t cou ld  be b e t ter?"

In m an y w ays, A n d rea 's en th u siasm  abou t in h erited  w ealth  is easy  to u n d erstan d . W h o 
w ou ld n 't en joy  th e op p ortu n ities th at a for tu n e br in gs? A lovely and  safe en v iron m en t in w h ich  to 
live, social con n ection s, an  excellen t ed u cation , p len ty  o f travel and  leisu re, th e ch an ce to be 
gen erou s and  to m ake a sign ifican t d ifferen ce in th e w orld , th e absen ce of all sor ts of d aily w orries 
and  stresses— w hy n ot celebra te?

And  yet A n d rea 's p leasu re in h er w ealth  is bu t on e o f m an y exp er ien ces th a t p eop le have 
w h en  th ey com e in to m on ey. M ost heirs, in fact, find  th e b lessin g  qu ite m ixed . Th is article exp lores 
th e p oten tial sn ags and  con flicts th at occu r w h en  w ealth  com es to p eop le u n bid d en . Som e of th e 
stories h ere m ay seem  d ep ressin g  and  n egative. Bu t as you  read  alon g, w e en cou rage you  to hold  in 
m ind  A n d rea 's exp erien ce, for it is u ltim ately  p ossib le to u se an  in h er itan ce as th e veh icle for a life 
of great en joym en t, d ep th  and  u sefu ln ess. In sh ort, w e offer th e follow in g v ign ettes in a sp irit n ot of 
com p lain t and  d esp air, bu t of ed u cation  and  h op e.

To gen eralize abou t h ow  in h erited  w ealth  affects p eop le ru ns th e risk of in accu racy; each  
p erson  w e in terview  d escribes a u n iqu e com bin ation  of resp on ses to bein g  an  heir. Yet over and  
over w e h ear  abou t fear, isolation , d isem p ow erm en t, d iscon n ection  and  gu ilt. Th ese are em otion al 
exp erien ces to w h ich  m an y h eirs can  relate. And  from  th ese exp er ien ces sp rin g  any n u m ber  of
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The Inheritor's Inner Landscape

trou blesom e h abits, ran gin g from  self-d ep rivation  to secrecy. W e tu rn  first to th e variou s fears th at 
tend  to d istress in h eritors.

In heritors'  fears: m ore is less

Less is m ore, say th e M od ern ists. Bu t for m an y an in h eritor , th e op p osite is tru e. Parad oxically, th e 
m ore finan cial secu rity th ey are given , th e less em otion al secu rity  th ey seem  to have. Th eir  extern al 
lives m ay ap p ear solid  and  w ell-fu rn ish ed , bu t in sid e, th ey frequ en tly  h arbor  d ebilita tin g  con cern s 
abou t self-w orth , failu re, resp on sibility , and  iron ically, su rvival.

Th e classic an xiety h as to d o w ith  id en tity: W h o w ou ld  I be w ith ou t m y m on ey? W h atev er  
fu lfillm en t h eirs d erive from  th eir  accom p lish m en ts is often  d im in ish ed  by d istu rbing, b a ck -o f-th e - 
rnind  qu estion s, su ch  as: H ow  can  I ever really  p rove m yself? Can  I tru ly valu e m yself w ith ou t 
lettin g  m y m on ey  skew  th e p ictu re? W ith ou t th e ed u cation  and  p riv ileges m y w ealth  h as afford ed  
m e, w ou ld  I be able to m ake it on  m y ow n ?

Steven  H arrison  p u ts it like th is: "You  begin  to d ou bt you r ow n  ability to th in k  th rou gh  
som eth in g  w h en  m on ey is p art o f th e equ ation . You  th ink, T am  w h o I am  tod ay becau se o f th e 
m on ey .' M aybe th a t 's  tru e, m aybe it isn 't. Th e fr igh ten in g  th in g  is, m aybe a lot o f th in gs have 
h ap p en ed  in life th a t h ave n oth in g  to d o w ith  th e m on ey. You  star t h av in g  a hard  tim e seein g  w h at 
cau ses w h at."

W h en  in h er itors w orry th a t th eir  self-w orth  is con tin g en t on  th eir  n et w orth , th ey  often  
feel a n eed  to stretch  th em selves in w ays th at h ave n oth in g  to d o w ith  m on ey. Som e u n d ertake 
in ten se p hysical ch allen ges, w h ile o th ers get involved  in service p rogram s abroad . Su san  Brem m er 
rem in isces, "In  th e Peace Corp s 1 fou nd  th at I cou ld  h an d le situ ation s. I d iscovered  self-relian ce and  
self-esteem . And  I realized  th at I cou ld  be a lead er  in an y en v iron m en t, n ot ju st in m y ow n 
h om etow n  w h ere everybod y kn ew  m y n a m e."

Rebecca H u tch in gs w en t to a th letic extrem es in ord er to boost h er  self-con fid en ce. Sh e trained  
for a year in ord er to d o th e Iron m an  Triath lon  in H aw aii. Sh e says, "M y  d ecision  to d o th e 
Triath lon  w as very m u ch  tied  to m y m on ey. I really n eed ed  to p rove to m yself th at I cou ld  d o 
som eth in g  great. Ultim ately, it w as n ot m y m on ey  th at got m e to fin ish  th a t race; it w as m y will and  
m y bod y."

Th e n eed  to p rove on eself can , of cou rse, becom e com p u lsive and  fru stratin g if an  in n er  sen se of 
self-w orth  is n ever ach ieved . Bu t w h en  h eirs set ou t to test th eir  m ettle in a con text th at is sep arate 
from  fam ily w ealth , rep u tation , or con n ection s, th e exp er ien ce can  go a lon g  w ay tow ard  d isp ellin g 
th e fear th at th eir  p erson al w orth  is m easu red  on ly in d ollars.

For som e heirs, a g reater  fear is th e th reat of losin g  th eir  m on ey. Even  th e average in vestor  h as 
qu alm s over th e ups and  d ow n s of th e finan cial m arkets. Yet for in h er itors, th e feelin g  can  ru n m u ch  
d eep er. A lth ou gh  Kate Sh ep ard  h as ap p roxim ately $5 m illion  to h er  n am e, h er  b iggest fear is th at 
th ere will be som e h u ge stock m arket crash  in w h ich  sh e will lose all h er  m on ey. "I w on 't  have 
an yth in g, and  I w on 't  kn ow  h ow  to su p p ort m yself. Th a t 's  m y b iggest n ig h tm are," sh e says. 
"Logically , I kn ow  it 's a totally u n fou n d ed  fear becau se th e fin an cial p ictu re in ou r fam ily office is so 
d iversified  and  com p licated  th at th ere is n o w ay w e cou ld  lose everyth in g. Som etim es I w orry th at 
th e on ly w ay I can  really learn  th e lesson s I n eed  to learn — abou t resp on sibility  and  gen erosity  and  
all th at— is if m y m on ey  is taken  aw ay from  m e. I gu ess th a t 's  th e kind  o f b lack -an d -w h ite  th in k in g  
th a t 's  ch aracter istic o f u s w ealth y  p eop le: You 're good  or you 're bad . You 're rich or you 're n o t ."
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Kate's  fear  of losin g h er  w ealth  is am p lified  by h er  d read  th at sh e cou ld  n ot su rvive w ith ou t it, 
and  exacerbated  by h er gu ilt for n ot bein g  m ore self-resp on sib le and  gen erou s. Sh e con fesses to an 
u nd erlying stin g in ess as th e resu lt o f h er  fear; sh e is afraid  to give h er  m on ey  aw ay. M aggie Lin d say 
ackn ow led ges a sim ilar ten d en cy  tow ard  tig h t-fisted n ess: "I w ish  th ere w as som e w ay to release th e 
feelings of greed  and  h oard in g  I have in sid e. Th ere 's  som eth in g  m iserly  abou t th e w ay I d on 't  even  
w an t to sp en d  m on ey  on  m yself. 1 w ou ld  m u ch  ra th er  h ave m y m on ey  safely in th e ban k, in som e 
kind  of lon g-term  stocks th a t I can 't  ju st sp en d  on  d in n er ."

Likew ise, Fred  H op good  is relu ctan t to sp en d  h is m on ey, esp ecially  on  h im self and  h is artistic 
p rojects. H is ra tion ale sp rin gs from  a tan gle of con fu sion , ign oran ce and  fear: "I d on 't  w an t to kn ow  
h ow  m u ch  m on ey  I h ave so th a t I d on 't  h ave to w orry abou t sp en d in g  it. I'm  p aran oid . Th ere w ere 
years o f m y life w h en  I cou ld  h ave d on e m ean in gfu l th in gs artistically, bu t becau se of th is ign oran t 
foggin ess abou t m on ey, I d id n 't d o th em . I d id n 't kn ow  I cou ld d o th em ."

Like Fred , m an y in h er itors d eal w ith  th eir  an xieties abou t m on ey  by rem ain in g  u n ed u cated  
abou t w h at th ey have. Fear  lead s to p ersisten t— and  often  w illfu l— ign oran ce, w h ich  in tu rn  
tran slates in to m issed  op p ortu n ities for fu lfillm en t.

Som etim es, how ever, fin an cial ign oran ce is an yth in g  bu t w illfu l. Su san  Stein  gave h er  best 
effort to learn in g  abou t h er  fin an ces after  d iscoverin g th a t h er  h u sban d  had  gam bled  aw ay a 
su bstan tial p ortion  of h er  m on ey. Sh e had  been  raised  by a n ation ally  fam ou s bu sin essm an  n ever  to 
w orry abou t finan cial m atters, to leave th ose affairs to th e m en  in h er  life: "I n ever  ba lan ced  a 
ch eckbook, n ever paid  a bill, n ever  d id  an yth in g. It 's  as if som eon e had  am p u tated  th at p art o f m e. I 
ju st d id n 't u n d erstan d  m on ey. It w as as if som eon e had  p u t m e in Ch in a and  th ey  w ere all sp eakin g  
Ch in ese, and  th ere w ere all th ese stran ge sm ells and  stran ge cu stom s. Th a t 's  h ow  I felt arou n d  
m oney.

"Tow ard s th e end  of m y m arriage, I w ou ld  go to th e ATM m ach in e and  th ere w ou ld  be n o 
m on ey in m y accou n t. Th at w asn 't  su p p osed  to h ap p en ; I w as brou gh t u p  n ot to w orry. I really 
d id n 't kn ow  w h ere th e m on ey  w as, and  I d id n 't kn ow  w h at to d o. Th e terror w as p aralyzing.

"A fter  a lon g  search , h ow ever, I fou nd  a w on d erfu l fin an cial p lan n er  w h o told  m e h ow  to find  
ou t h ow  m u ch  m on ey  I had , w h at qu estion s to ask, w h at d ocu m en ts to  get. Bu t even  after  h e 
exp lained  m y tru st sta tem en ts to m e, I still cou ld n 't  read  th em . I w ou ld  look at a tru st s ta tem en t and  
I cou ld n 't see it. It w as a real sickn ess. I asked  lots of p eop le, 'H ow  d o I u n d erstan d  th is th in g  called  
m on ey?' Th ey  told  m e abou t classes to take and  books to read , w h ich  I d id . And  d am n , if I still 
cou ld n 't get it! My brain  w ou ld  ju st clog  u p ."

Even  in h er itors w ith  solid  finan cial ed u cation s can  be p ron e to th e existen tial fear th a t th eir  
lives, so full o f exp ectation  and  op p ortu n ity , will rem ain  blan d . Th ey  w orry th a t th ey will lack th e 
requ isite p assion  to m ake th eir  d ream s h ap p en . Su ccessfu l in bu sin ess and  lu cky in love, H om er 
W allace ap p ears to have a full and  satisfyin g life. Yet h e ad m its, "It 's  im p ortan t for m e th a t p eop le 
th ink, 'G ee, H om er  is a really togeth er  guy. D esp ite all th e stu ff th a t cou ld  h ave screw ed  h im  up, h e 
is a fun and  terrific gu y.' Bu t it 's an  illu sion . I h ave a lot o f trou bles, and  on e of th em  is to  figu re ou t 
w h at is m y joy  in life? My fear is th a t som ed ay  som eo n e 's  goin g  to say, 'H om er  is su ch  a n ice, 
ch arm in g guy, bu t h e 's  kind  o f a failu re. H e's  on e of th ose th ird  or fou rth  gen era tion  kind  of rich 
guys. H e acted  resp on sibly  and  all th a t stu ff, bu t n ever  got on  h is p ath  of joy .' Th a t 's  th e big  fear I'm  
con ten d in g  w ith  righ t n ow ."

W h en  h eirs find  th em selves con stra in ed  by an y  of th ese fears— losin g  th eir  m on ey, sp en d in g  or 
sh arin g th eir  m on ey, jeop ard iz in g  th eir  "su ccessfu l" im ages— th ey  m ay steer  clear  of p recisely  th e
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risks th ey  n eed  to take. Steven  H arrison  regrets th e h abit o f safety  h e h as d evelop ed . "I am  very 
secu r ity -m in d ed ," h e ad m its. "I th in k  becau se of th e in su lation  of m on ey, I started  w alkin g  d ow n 
th is straigh t, artificial p ath  as a ch ild . It kep t m e from  exp er ien ces and  ch a llen ges th at w ou ld  h ave 
h elp ed  m e learn  for m yself. If you  in sist on  d oin g  on ly th e th in gs you  kn ow  you 're goin g  to su cceed  
at, you  w alk th at straigh t and  narrow  p ath . Soon  you  begin  to w alk very slow ly on  it, and  before you  
kn ow  it, you  stop  m oving. You 're p aralyzed ; you  can 't  d o an yth in g. It 's  a hard  p attern  to b reak ."

Isn 't  m on ey  su p p osed  to w ard  off in secu rity? It ru ns con trary  to ou r logic th a t w ealth  cou ld , 
as th ese exam p les illu strate, in ten sify  ou r vu ln erability  an d  anxiety. Perh ap s th is iron y exp lain s w hy 
ou r cu ltu re sh ow s so little sym p ath y for in h eritors. H ostile ju d g m en ts of th e rich  m ay be on e 
d efen se w h ich  p eop le erect to avoid  ackn ow led gin g  th at w ealth  is really n o th in g  m ore th an  an 
illu sory bu lw ark again st fear.

Inheritors'  separaten ess: splen did isolation

At som e p oin t, h eirs com e to believe th at th ey are d ifferen t from  m ost p eop le, an d  th ey id en tify 
th eir  w ealth  as th e sou rce of th at feeling. Th ey  u se a variety of ad jectives to d escribe th e feelin g—  
sep arate, in su lated , isolated , a lien ated , sp ecial, w eird , u nu su al, d iscon n ected — bu t th e exp er ien ce is 
n early  alw ays p ain fu l. It stem s from  a belief th at bein g  rich  m ean s n ot on ly h av in g  m ore m on ey  
th an  oth ers, bu t also h avin g a d ifferen t id en tity  and  life scrip t from  th e rest o f th e w orld .

Th is m essage often  gets con veyed  at an  early age, in an y n u m ber  o f d irect an d  in d irect w ays. 
M an y heirs, for exam p le, grow  u p  sh ield ed  by p rivacy. Big h ou ses in th e cou n try  su rrou n d ed  by 
acres o f m an icu red  law ns, exclu sive ap ar tm en ts in th e city p rotected  by alarm  system s and  
d oorm en , trip s to exotic settin gs— all th ese in gred ien ts of a w ealth y  ch ild 's u p brin gin g  im p licitly  say 
to th e you n g in h eritor , "You  are d ifferen t."

Th e p rivacy of th e w ealth y  has a d u al p u rp ose: O u tsid e, th e seclu d ed  an d  sp aciou s territory 
fen d s off u n w an ted  in cu rsion s from  th e w orld ; in sid e, th e am p le room s p rovid e sp atial bu ffers so 
th at fam ily m em bers can , if th ey ch oose, live in sid e p erson al bu bbles. In  su ch  en v iron m en ts, you n g 
h eirs m ay feel safe and  even  sp ecial, bu t th ey are also rem oved  from  con tact w ith  th e real w orld .

Joh n  M u n ro recalls feelin g  cu t off in h is ch ild h ood  en v iron m en t. H e had  th e im p ression  of 
sittin g  on  th e in sid e, lookin g  ou t: "I'v e  alw ays felt th a t th ere w as a fen ce arou n d  m y w orld . For 
several years, I lived  w ith  m y gran d p aren ts. Th eir  m an sion  had  a fen ce arou n d  it, and  a gate. Th e 
servan ts w ere alw ays w atch in g  becau se m y g ran d m oth er  had  been  sh ot at. So th ey w eren 't  abou t to 
let any tasty little h eirs ru n arou n d  w h ere th ey m igh t be grabbed . I w as n ot allow ed  to go an yw h ere 
w ith ou t a servan t or a fam ily m em ber  in tow .

"O n  vacation s from  m y p rivate sch ool, I w en t to th e fam ily cam p  in W iscon sin . It w as like a 
p rivate kin gd om . Th e cam p  h old in gs w ere m ore th an  seven  th ou san d  acres; it w as tw o an d  a h alf 
m iles from  th e gate to th e h ou se. N obod y th at d id n 't belon g  th ere cou ld  get n ear  it. And  for a 
p eriod  of m aybe forty years, I d on 't  th in k  th e local p eop le even  kn ew  th at th e cam p  w as th ere 
becau se w e took n o p art in th e com m u n ity . W e w ere in th e m id d le of n ow h ere."

For o th er  ch ild ren , bein g  rich feels like bein g  on  th e ou tsid e, lookin g  in . Stev en  H arrison  
lon ged  for w h at seem ed  to h im  like th e cozy fr ien d lin ess of an  im agin ary  "Leav e it to Beaver" 
m id d le-class w orld : "A s a ch ild , I had  an  id eal vision  of w h at it w ou ld  m ean  to grow  up  in a 
n eigh borh ood  w h ere you  had  o th er  h ou ses on  th e street, you  had  friend s d ow n  th e road , an d  you  
w alked  to and  from  sch ool. W e w ere living in th is su bu rban  m an sion  w ith  n o n eigh bors, an d  I w as
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eigh t m iles from  sch ool. My p aren ts d id n 't have fam ily fr ien d s w h o w ou ld  com e over to th e h ou se 
w ith  th eir kid s. I w as very iso la ted ."

Even  th e p erks o f bein g  w ealthy, su ch  as feelin g  sp ecial, are often  d ou ble-ed ged . Th e 
sp ecia ln ess th at Kate Sh ep ard  p erceived  at h er  g ran d m oth er 's elegan t Jap a n ese-sty le  h om e ru bbed  
off on her. So m u ch  so, in  fact, th a t w h en  sh e w ou ld  visit h er  n on -w ea lth y  relatives at th eir  m od est, 
sm all-tow n  farm , sh e th ou gh t of h erself as th e "sp ecia l v isitor from  th e city—  really h ot sh it ." 
N everth eless, th e d ow n  sid e o f th is ou tsid er 's stan ce h as lasted  w ell in to h er  ad u lth ood : "Th e single 
m ost im p ortan t w ay w ealth  h as affected  m e is th at I've alw ays felt like I'm  on  th e p erip hery, 
w atch in g  life h ap p en  to o th er  p eop le, w atch in g  th em  in clu d e th eir  sou ls in som e w ay th a t I find  
n early  im p ossible to d o. Th ere 's  th is w eird  d ou ble bind  th a t I feel. O n  th e on e hand , I w an t to be 
sp ecial— w h o d oesn 't? Bu t on  th e o th er  h an d , I feel like I’m  d ifferen t, and  it feels w retch ed ."

If h eirs grow  up  h ear in g  elitist a ttitu d es, th eir  sen se of bein g  d ifferen t can  becom e all th e 
m ore in ten se. Cam ille Littlefield  recalls h er  n an n y 's m essages. "Th ere  w as a cer tain  sn obb ish  qu ality 
in N anny; sh e w as p leased  abou t ou r fam ily 's w ealth . W h en  m y sisters an d  I w ere in  N ew p ort, w e 
w ou ld  go to birth d ay p arties several t im es a w eek. W e w ou ld  d ress up  in  organ d y d resses w ith  gold  
barrettes in ou r hair, an d  little p earls and  gold  ch arm  bracelets. W e'd  be all d ressed  up, read y to go, 
and  sh e'd  line u s up  at th e d oor and  say, 'N ow  be good , and  n ever  forget you 're a Littlefield .'"

An im p erative like th at can  m ake ord in arin ess, ju st  p lain  fittin g  in w ith  th e rest o f th e kid s, 
seem  p ain fu lly ou t of reach . Th e version  o f n oblesse oblige w h ich  David  Bow m an  h eard  from  his 
p aren ts w as su btle bu t isola tin g  n ever th eless. "Th e exp licit m essage m y p aren ts tau gh t m e," he 
exp lains, "w as th at w e w ere ju st like everyon e else: 'W e 'r e  n ot rich , w e're n o t flashy, and  w e're n ot 
osten ta tiou s.' Bu t th ere w as an oth er , really su btle m essage— th at w e w ere better . It w as n ever  talked  
abou t, bu t it feels to m e like som eth in g  th at th e w ealth y  class u n d erstan d s: th a t it 's  th e 
resp on sibility  of th e w ealth y  to  take care of o th er  p eop le. W e are sitt in g  on  top  of th e p ile, bu t w e're 
th ere becau se w e're th e sm artest and  th e m ost m oral and  th e m ost cap able o f ju d g in g  w h at n eed s 
to be d one, and  w e'll take care o f all you  lesser  bein gs. Th a t su bterran ean  m essage w as p art o f m y 
u p brin gin g ."

W h eth er  h eirs are set ap art in sid e a m an sion , ou t in  th e cou n try, ap art from  n eigh borh ood  
life, or atop  a p ile o f "lesser  bein g s," th e effect is th e sam e: it feels lon ely. Th ey  w ind  u p  feelin g  stu ck 
beh in d  an  invisible w all, bu m p in g  th eir  n oses as th ey  try to reach  ou t tow ard  th e rest o f th e w orld . 
And  even  w h en  th ey d o m an age to break  th rou gh  th e barrier, th ey  often  feel ill-a t -ea se  en gag in g  in 
th e sp on tan eity  and  ear th in ess of everyd ay life. Su ch  isola tion  is an yth in g  bu t sp lend id .

D elayed m atu rity : depen den cy  an d disem poiv erm en t

Th e in su larity and  overp rotection  th at m an y h eirs exp erien ce as ch ild ren  can  keep  th em  from  
grow in g up. As a resu lt, in h er itors som etim es h ave to con ten d  w ith  th e con seq u en ces of d elayed  
m atu rity. It m ay be easy  to criticize— even  p erh ap s to loa th e— m an ifesta tion s of ch ild ish n ess in 
ou rselves or in oth ers, an d  yet th e follow in g stor ies m ake clear  th e fru stration  h eirs feel w h en  th ey 
are n ot en cou raged  to becom e fu lly resp on sib le and  au ton om ou s ad u lts.

Few  w ou ld  argu e th a t rich  ch ild ren  can  all too easily  becom e sn obs. Yet som etim es you n g heirs 
beh ave sn obbish ly  in  aw kw ard  effor ts to m ake sen se o f th e social d iscrep an cies th ey see arou nd  
th em . In fact, th eir  d isp lays of a r rogan ce or en tit lem en t often  stem  less from  m alice th an  from  the 
in n ocen t, albeit fau lty, logic of ch ild h ood . It can  be con fu sin g  for ch ild ren  to u n d erstan d  racial and
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class d ifferen ces betw een  th em selves and  th e p eop le w h o w ork for th eir  fam ilies. Sop h ie Carlson  
d escribes su ch  an  exp erien ce: "Th ere w ere alw ays at least fou r p eop le w ork in g  for u s, bu t N an n y  
w as th e on ly w h ite p erson . W h en  I w as very sm all, I th ou gh t th at w h en  you  got old er, you  tu rned  
black. I rem em ber  askin g  m y gran d m oth er , 'W h en  are you  goin g  to tu rn  b lack?'

"N an n y  left th e su m m er I tu rned  five. I cou ld  a lm ost cry n ow  becau se it w as so h orr ib le for 
m e. Sh e w asn 't  m y m oth er , bu t sh e w as all m in e. N obod y else cou ld  com m an d  N an n y 's a tten tion  
and  tim e. All th e o th er  kid s had  to relinqu ish  h er  to m e. W h en  sh e left, I lost a w h ole referen ce 
p oin t. I had  alw ays looked  for h er  w h en  I cam e in to th e h ou se. W h o w as I goin g  to look  for n ow ? It 
w as really bad  for m e.

"It  w asn 't  ju st th a t sh e left, it w as th a t su d d en ly I realized  th a t all th ose p eop le w h o sp en t m ore 
tim e w ith  m e th an  an yon e else cou ld  leave becau se w e p aid  th em . And  if w e d id n 't p ay th em , th ey 
w ou ld  go. I con clu d ed  th at th ey cou ld  be fired  if th ey  d id n 't d o w h at I liked . So  if th ey  d id 
som eth in g  I d id n 't like, I w ou ld  ru n arou n d  scream in g  th a t I w as goin g  to fire th em . Can  you  
im agin e h ow  in su ltin g  th at w as to  h ave a little ch ild  scream in g, 'You 're fir ed !'?"

H eirs raised  in h ou seh old s w ith  servan ts see at close ran ge th e ch asm  th at w ealth  can  create 
betw een  p eop le. Beloved  caregivers are u ltim ately  sealed  off from  th e you n g  h eir 's w orld  by th e 
w ages th ey earn , th e back en tran ces th ey u se, and  th e d ays off th ey  take. W h en  th e h elp  retu rn  to 
th eir  own  h om es, w ith  th eir  real ch ild ren , th e h eir  feels left ou t an d  frequ en tly  w in d s u p  su fferin g 
m ore th an  ever from  lon elin ess. W h ile it is n ot beh av ior  to  con d on e, th e kind  o f actin g  ou t w e see in 
Sop h ie 's  exam p le is n ever th eless an  u n d erstan d ab le reaction  to th e p ain  o f isolation .

A n oth er  p itfall for in h er itors is a ten d en cy  tow ard  actin g  excessively  an d  im p u lsively. In  th e 
face of seem in gly  u n lim ited  resou rces, you n g  h eirs som etim es h ave a hard  tim e settin g  bou n d ar ies 
for th em selves or ap p recia tin g  th e ben efits o f self-con tro l. O n  top  of th at, if th ey are n o t tau gh t h ow  
to h an d le m on ey, th ey  becom e likely travelers d ow n  an y n u m ber  o f self-d estru ctiv e p ath s.

Ed w ard  M oren o had  n o m en tors and  on ly p oor  m od els for cop in g  gracefu lly  and  
p rod u ctively w ith  w ealth . W h en , in h is m id -tw en ties, h e learn ed  th a t h e w as goin g  to  in h er it  m an y 
th ou san d s o f d ollars in  th e n ear  fu tu re, h e felt "com p letely  d iscom bob u la ted ." H e recalls h is 
reckless resp on ses to th e d isorien ta tion  h e exp erien ced : "I h ad  been  p rotected  from  th e issu es o f 
w ealth , and  all o f a su d d en , I cau gh t afflu en za. I cau gh t a kind  o f cold  th a t w asn 't  con tag iou s; on ly 
relatives got it. N on e of m y h ip p ie friend s got it; th ey w ere im m u n e. Th e sickn ess for m e, like m any, 
I im agin e, involved  foolish  fin an cial ven tu res and  d ru g abu se. Both  of th ose w ou ld  h ave been  
p ossible w ith ou t h avin g th is in h er itan ce flu, bu t th ey  w ere cer ta in ly  en abled  by it ."

O n e com m on  cau se of th e "a fflu en z a" Ed w ard  d escr ibes is w h en  p aren ts d o n ot en cou rage, 
or in fact block, th e d evelop m en t o f finan cial in d ep en d en ce an d  accou n tability  in  th eir  ch ild ren . 
W ith ou t p aren tal en cou ragem en t to learn  th e n u ts and  bolts o f k eep in g  track of th eir  m on ey—  
sim p le skills su ch  as ch eck book -b a lan cin g — h eirs n ot on ly m iss ou t on  th e self-con fid en ce th at 
com es w ith  finan cial com p eten ce, bu t th ey  also frequ en tly  b ecom e vu ln erable to th e kind  of 
m an ip u lation  w h ich  M aggie Lin d say d escribes. "W h en  I w as in  college, M om  con trolled  m y 
ch eck in g  accou n t. I had  a ch eckbook  and  sh e had  a ch eckbook . Sh e m ad e su re th ere w as m on ey  in 
m y accou n t. My cred it card  bills w ou ld  be sen t h om e, and  sh e w ou ld  p ay th em . I th in k  sh e paid  
th em  ou t of m y ch eck in g  accou n t.

"I rem em ber  tryin g to go over it w ith  h er  and  h ave th e accou n t be m in e. It w as a b ig  d eal. It 
w as m y th ird  year of college, and  w e w ere in th e d in in g  room . I d id n 't u n d erstan d  m u ch  of w h at 
w as goin g on . I ju st rem em ber  M om  bein g  fu riou s and  tellin g  m e th a t sh e had  p aid  for su ch -an d - 
su ch  for m e, and  I ow ed  h er  th at m on ey. And  th ese w ere little am ou n ts, like ten  d ollars. M om
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con trolled  th e p u rse strings, and  sh e w as u sin g  th e m on ey  as a w eap on . In  ou r fam ily, m on ey  is 
affection  and  w eap on s."

Th e you n g M agg ie's fin an cial d ep en d en ce on  h er  m oth er  h as m ad e it hard  for th e ad u lt 
M aggie to take com m an d  n ot on ly of h er  ow n  m on ey  bu t also of h er  ow n  life. Likew ise, Sop h ie 
Carlson  feels ad rift and  d isorien ted : "I h ave a su p rem e lack of self-con fid en ce and  n o d iscip line, 
w h ich  have m ad e it im p ossible for m e to actu ally  d o an yth in g. I d on 't  kn ow  w h at it is abou t m on ey 
th at d oes th at. It d oesn 't  d o it to everybod y, bu t it 's  d on e it to m e. And  it h as d on e it even  m ore to 
m y sister. For years, sh e ju st lived  on  rich p eop le 's  w elfare and  d id  h er  little w h atever, w ith ou t bein g  
able to stick it ou t, m ix it up, con n ect th e d ots. It 's  a lm ost like som e kind  of p aralysis— n ot bein g  
able to d o th e th ing, w rite th e book, or stand  u p  an d  say, 'Yeah , I'm  an  artist, or a baseball p layer, or 
a fish erm an .'"

Fleetin g  in sp iration , d ilettan tism , w astefu ln ess— all are p oten tia l liabilities for in h er itors w ho 
are n ot tau gh t en ou gh  p ositive m otivation , skills and  au ton om y from  th eir  p aren ts. By th e sam e 
token , w h en  w ealth y  p aren ts raise th eir  ch ild ren  to h ave self-esteem  an d  clear  bou n d aries, th ey 
p rovid e th em  w ith  real w ealth . And  w h en  afflu en t p aren ts m od el th e p ractical step s of m an ifestin g  a 
d ream — assem blin g  th e lem on ad e stan d , fillin g ou t th e jo b  ap p lication , or sim p ly p lod d in g ah ead  
d u ring th e rou gh  sp ots— th ey give th eir  ch ild ren  th e ch an ce to live tru ly fu lfilling lives.

In heritors' discon n ectedn ess

Abu n d an t w ealth  h as a w ay of sep ara tin g  h eirs from  th e grist o f life. M an y com p lain  of feelin g  ou t 
of tou ch  w ith  au th en ticity  and  p assion , n ever  m ind  w ith  th e m u n d an e realities o f m on ey. Th ey  lon g 
for a d eep er  en gag em en t w ith  life, a m ore solid  foo tin g  in th e w orld , bu t are often  at a loss abou t 
h ow  to attain  th ese goals.

W ith ou t th e n eed  for a clear p lan  or p u rp ose in life, som e h eirs d rift like ru d d erless boats from  
on e th in g  to an oth er . Th is lack of d irection  can  m an ifest as a ten d en cy  to m ake life d ecision s w ith  
little or n o gen u in e con sid eration . Deborah  Frank recalls th e ran d om n ess o f h er  college d ecision s: "I 
grew  up  in su ch  com fort, econ om ic secu rity  and  ign oran ce th at I w as tw en ty -on e before I ever 
th ou gh t abou t p rep arin g m yself for life in  th e real w orld . I w en t to W ellesley  College, p artly becau se 
m y m oth er  had  gon e th ere, and  p artly becau se it looks like an  En glish  esta te— lake and  all. I fell in 
love w ith  th e elegan ce.

"I m ajored  in Fren ch  becau se I w as good  at it and  becau se I had  a cru sh  on  m y Fren ch  
p rofessor in m y fresh m an  year. Th en  w h en  sen ior  year  rolled  arou n d , I realized , 'O h , m y God , I'm  
n ot goin g to be h ere n ext year! W h at am  I goin g  to d o?' I w en t to th e college p lacem en t officer and  
asked  her, 'W h a t can  I d o w ith  a m ajor  in Fren ch ?' Sh e said , 'Sin ce  you 're in terested  in lan gu ages, 
you  can  look at th ese b roch u res.' And  sh e h an d ed  m e som e broch u res from  an  organ ization  called  
th e CIA, w h ich  w ou ld  train  you  in exotic lan gu ages, like Sw ah ili. I w as so ign oran t th a t I d id n 't even  
know  w h at th e CIA w as!"

W h en  h eirs are n ot tau gh t h ow  to visu alize realistic goals, th ey  can  sp in  th eir  w h eels in th e 
realm  of fan tasy. N ow  in h is early forties, Joh n  M u n ro d escr ibes th e in n er  w orld  o f h is teen age 
years: "I d evelop ed  an  overactive im agin ation . I created  an  im agin ary  w orld  th at w as p erfect, and  it 
w as m ore attractive to m e th an  I th in k  w as h ealthy. It h as taken  u ntil n ow  for m e to get m y feet on  
th e grou nd  abou t w h at is a realistic gam e p lan  for m y ad u lt life.
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"N o t on e o f th e fam ily eld ers ever a ttem p ted  to h elp  m e m ake an  accep tab le, p ractical p lan —  
ever. I had  alw ays been  fascin ated  by arch itectu re, so I obsessively  read  th e classified  ad s for th e sale 
of fancy h ou ses in d ifferen t p arts o f th e w orld . 1 im agin ed  th a t I w ou ld  in h er it en ou gh  m on ey  to bu y 
on e of th ese h ou ses. Bu t I had  n o id ea w h at it took to ru n  su ch  a h ou se becau se n o on e had  ever let 
m e in on  th e gag w ith  th at kind  of th ing, eith er  in term s o f w ork or m on ey ."

M an y in h er itors con fess to a sim ilar  d isorien ta tion  w h en  faced  w ith  th e p ragm atics o f m on ey. 
Som e exp erien ce m on ey  as an  invisible, m ysteriou s force in th eir  lives, an  abstraction  th a t on ly 
con tr ibu tes to th eir  sen se of u n grou n d ed n ess. It took Ed w ard  M oren o  tw en ty-od d  years to start 
con n ectin g  th e figu res on  h is ba lan ce sh eet to th e realities of h is life: "I first learn ed  m y n et w orth  
p robably tw en ty  years ago. Bu t I w as in d en ial for su ch  a lon g  tim e th at I d id n 't grok it. It w as a 
n u m ber on  a p iece of p ap er, bu t it had  n o con n ection  to m e. For som e tim e after  I in h er ited  th e 
m on ey, I w ou ld  p ractice in m y m ind  trying to con v in ce m yself th a t it w as real. W alk in g  d ow n  th e 
street, I'd  th in k to m yself, 'I'v e got m ore m on ey  th an  th at p e r so n /  Bu t I d id n 't really believe it, 
becau se all 1 had  w as ju st th is stu ff on  p ap er ."

Som etim es th e finan cial ign oran ce and  d isorien ta tion  w h ich  Ed w ard  d escr ibes can  lead  to 
acu te em barrassm en t and  an xiety w h en  in h er itors are qu estion ed  d irectly  abou t n u m bers and  costs. 
Kate Sh ep ard  breaks ou t in a ligh t sw eat w h en ev er  som eon e asks h er  to rep ort h er  in su ran ce rates, 
h er m ortgage p aym en ts, or th e p rincip al o f h er  tru st— n ot becau se th e figu res are so u nu su al, bu t 
becau se sh e feels so n ervou s in th e w orld  of fin an ce.

Ann a Fergu son  d escr ibes th e sam e d iscom fort: "I can  rem em ber  w h en  I w as at Vasaar  in th e 
late '50s, 1 had  a boyfrien d  w h o had  a n ew  car th at w as very ch eap , a M etrop olitan . H e said  to m e, 
'W h at d o you  th in k th at cost?' And  I looked  at it and  th ou gh t, 'If I can  on ly m ake a gu ess th at w on 't  
sou nd  too crazy.' I kn ew  it w as m ore th an  a hu n d red , and  I kn ew  it w as less th an  ten  th ou san d , bu t 
th at w as abou t all I knew . So I really had  to con cen tra te, and  th en  1 p u t ou t som e n u m ber  w h ich  he 
gu ffaw ed  abou t. I had  n o id ea w h at th in gs cost ."

Som e h eirs tell am azin g  tales of grow in g u p  w ith  so m an y m ixed  m essages abou t th eir  m on ey  
that, as ch ild ren , th ey  literally d o n ot kn ow  w h eth er  th ey are rich  or  p oor. Joh n  M u n ro 's fa th er  
in herited  cap ital assets w orth  far m ore than  Jo h n 's  extrem ely  w ealth y  gran d p aren ts had  ever had . 
And  yet, h e recalls, h is fa th er  cried  p oor: "I grew  up  in th is au ra o f u n reality  in w h ich  w e cou ld n 't  
have th e ceilin g  rep ain ted  in th e living room  w h en  th ere w ere cracks in it becau se 'w e cou ld n 't  
afford  it.' My step m oth er  on ce bou gh t several ragged , h a rd -to -r id e bicycles at a garage sale, p ain ted  
th em  a biliou s green , and  exp ected  m e to rid e on e of th em  to sch ool. I w en t to an  exp en sive p rivate 
sch ool w h ere th e stu d en ts rod e exp en sive n ew  bicycles. My classm ates lau gh ed  so hard  th at they 
ju st abou t fell d ow n w h en  I tried  to tell th em  th a t w e cou ld n 't  afford  a n ew  bicycle, becau se they 
kn ew  d am n w ell th at w e w ere on e of th e r ich est fam ilies in tow n ."

Som etim es con trad ictory  m essages resu lt w h en  an  h eir 's  fam ily is lan d -r ich  bu t cash -p oor . 
Yet m ore often  th ere is little or n o logical exp lan ation  for th e rad ically con flictin g  p ercep tion s of 
th eir w ealth  w h ich  you n g  in h er itors h ear  from  p aren ts or  gran d p aren ts. In  su ch  cases, w ealth y  
ch ild ren  end  up  n ot on ly d isorien ted , bu t also em barrassed  abou t th eir  con fu sion .

A n t idote to discon n ectedn ess: the v alu e o f  com m itm en t

As w e have seen , a vagu e sen se of a lien ation  can  assu m e m an y  form s in th e lives of in h eritors.
H eirs can , h ow ever, brid ge th e gap s and  rem ed y th e u n grou n d ed n ess. A lth ou gh  th ere is n o sin gle
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cu re for th is m alaise, th e in h er itors w h o d o su cceed  in gettin g  both  feet on  th e grou nd  alw ays 
m en tion  com m itm en t as essen tia l to th eir  grow th .

W h en  you  kn ow  you  are goin g to in h er it en ou gh  m on ey  to ren d er  w ork u n n ecessary , pu t 
p ossession s w ith in  easy reach , and  m ake extern al stru ggles largely avoid able, it can  be tou gh  to find  
th e in cen tive to com m it to an yth in g— esp ecially  w h en  th a t com m itm en t requ ires sacrifice and  
p erseveran ce. Yet a life w ith ou t com m itm en t p rom otes th e very u n grou n d ed n ess w e h ave been  
exp loring. W ith ou t it, h eirs h ave n o w ay to focu s th eir  en erg ies and  in terests.

Kate Sh ep ard 's p rivileged  u p brin gin g n ever  requ ired  h er  to stick w ith  an yth in g, so sh e has 
had  to find  in n er  m otivation s for com m itm en t. Sh e says, "I d efin itely  got th e m essage grow in g up 
th at I cou ld  d o an yth in g  I w an ted , th a t it w as good  to go ou t an d  h ave a lot o f exp erien ces. W h at 
w as m issin g  w as a sen se th a t th ese w ere n ot ju st exercises to go th rou gh , bu t th at th e h eart really 
n eed s to com e along. Com m itm en t w as th e th in g  th a t w as alw ays m issin g; I n ever  had  to be 
com m itted  to an yth in g.

"I'm  th ir ty-fou r  and  I ju st got m arried  last year. It 's n ot th at I h ad n 't  had  rela tion sh ip s before, 
bu t I w as n ever  w illing to risk som eth in g  th a t I cou ld  really  fail at, som eth in g  like m arriage, w h ich  
w ou ld  stretch  m e beyon d  m y com fortable bou n d aries. I w as on e of th ose typ ical w ealth y  girls w h o 
w as com p eten t en ou gh  to be good  at m ost of th e th in gs I d id , and  I n ever  really took  up  an yth in g  
th at I w asn 't  good  at. Tak in g  on  th is life-lon g  com m itm en t to m y h u sban d  h as been  th e best 
m ed icin e I cou ld  im ag in e."

For W en d y Joh n son , bein g  an  in h er itor  h as created  so m an y d iscrep an cies and  con flicts in  h er  
life th at sh e n ow  says, "I feel like I've m ad e m yself u p  becau se I'm  so d iscon n ected  from  w h ere I 
sta r ted ." Sh e m ay w ell feel a loss for h avin g d rifted  so far from  h er  roots, an d  yet th e p rojects sh e 
has com m itted  h erself to— forgin g h er  ow n p u rp ose, m akin g  h er  ow n  id en tity, crea tin g  h er  ow n 
con n ection s w ith  th e w orld — h ave been  W en d y 's d irect rou tes ou t of an  u n h ap p y p ast in to a 
rew ard ing p resen t.

In heritors'  gu ilt  an d sham e: cau ses an d con sequ en ces

H eirs often  feel ash am ed  and  gu ilty abou t th eir  u n earn ed  for tu n es. Th ey  h ave w h at o th ers d o n ot 
have, w h at m an y d esp erately  n eed , and  th ey h ave d on e n oth in g  sp ecial to d eserve it. W en d y 
Joh n son  d escr ibes it as "th e  feelin g  of h avin g stolen  som eth in g  th at d id n 't belon g  to m e." Ad d  to 
th at ou r cu ltu re's p assion  for gu ilt, ou r am bivalen ce abou t m on ey, "filth y  lu cre," and  you  h ave a 
recip e for gu ilt, and  sh am e too, in p eop le w h o, by ch an ce, com e in to large su m s o f m on ey.

D en n is Pearn e, Ed .D, a w ealth  cou n selor , exp lain s th e d ifferen ce betw een  m on ey-gu ilt  and  
m on ey-sh am e: "M on ey-g u ilt  is a sen se of bein g  w ron g  abou t som eth in g  sp ecific, su ch  as sp en d in g  
too m u ch  or h oard in g too m u ch . M on ey -sh am e is a m ore g lobal sen se of bein g  d efective for having, 
bu t n ot d eservin g, so m u ch  m on ey ." Sh am e beg in s w h en  a ch ild  gorw s u p  in an  en v iron m en t in 
w h ich  m on ey is n ot d iscu ssed : "O h ," a ch ild  reason s, "Th ere 's  som eth in g  w e're  n ot ta lk in g  abou t; it 
m u st be bad . I have it; th erefore, 1 m u st be b ad ." Both  m on ey-gu ilt  and  m on ey -sh am e are hard  to 
d eal w ith , bu t o f th e tw o, m on ey -sh am e is th e m ore d eep -sea ted  and  p aralyzing.

Som e h eirs attr ibu te th eir  gu ilt and  sh am e to fam ily for tu n es th at w ere m ad e in u nscru p u lou s 
w ays. Fran cesca Da Silva recalls, "I u sed  to go arou n d  talk in g  abou t blood  m on ey. I had  th is fan tasy 
th at a lon g w ay back m y fam ily 's m on ey  w as m ad e off o f a slave farm  som ew h ere." Given  th at
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m an y tycoon -era  for tu n es w ere m ad e off th e r ich es o f th e land  an d  on  th e backs of exp loited  labor, 
Fran cesca 's feelin gs are qu ite com m on , p articu larly am on g  in h er itors of old  m on ey.

W en d y Jo h n son 's  in h er itan ce h as a m ixed  em otion a l legacy, w h ich  sh e h as had  to sort th rou gh : 
"It  m attered  to m e w h om  th e m on ey  cam e from . W h en  I bou gh t land , I bou gh t it w ith  m on ey  I had  
gotten  from  m y p atern al gran d fath er , w h o had  in vested  in seed s. Th at held  a cer tain  p leasu re for m e 
becau se th e m on ey  w en t from  a seed  com p an y to land . It w asn 't  p art o f m y gran d m oth er 's w ay of 
gettin g  m on ey, w h ich  w as to m arry very g lam orou s m en , d ivorce th em , get large ch u n ks o f m on ey  
from  th em , and  in vest it w ell. I felt all th e m on ey  I got from  h er  w as ta in ted ."

David  Bow m an  h as an  u n easy  con scien ce d u e to th e en v iron m en ta l p ollu tion  cau sed  by h is 
fam ily 's p ap er com p an y, "trad ition a lly  a very d irty in d u stry ." H is gu ilt is com p ou n d ed  by h is 
sensitiv ity to exp loitation : "It 's  sim p le: a th ou san d  p eop le are w ork in g  for abou t forty o f u s, w h o 
ow n  su bstan tial am ou n ts o f stock  in th e com p an y. For each  of u s, th ere 's  a w h ole lot m ore th an  
en ou gh  to live on . I m ake th is sp eech  abou t p eop le exp loitin g  each  o th er  for th eir  ow n gain , and  
th en  I tu rn  arou n d  and  look at m y ow n situ ation . I'm  gettin g  $65,000 a year  in  th e m a il."

In h eritors frequ en tly  learn  gu ilt from  p aren ts w h o th em selves feel u n com for tab le w ith  w ealth . 
By th e tim e sh e w as an  ad u lt, W en d y  Joh n son  had  in tern alized  h er  fa th er 's  sh am in g; gu ilt had  
becom e a h abit for  her: "M y  fa th er  w ou ld  yell at m e, saying, 'You  d on 't  kn ow  h ow  lu cky you  are! 
You 're so sp oiled ! I'm  goin g  to d rive you  th rou gh  H arlem  to sh ow  w h at life is really like!' I 
su bsequ en tly  w orked  in H arlem . All th e th in gs h e th rea ten ed  to  d o to m e, I d id  to m yself."

You n g h eirs can  feel even  m ore con fu sed  if th eir  p aren ts d em on stra te con flictin g  attitu d es 
tow ard s w ealth . Th is is often  m ost d ram atically  th e case w h en  on e sp ou se com es from  w ealth  and  
th e oth er  d oesn 't . If a w om an , for in stan ce, h as grow n  up  em barrassed  by h er  in h er ited  w ealth , bu t 
h er h u sband  op en ly  en joys th e m on ey  h e h as m arried  in to, th eir  ch ild ren  will likely in h ab it a kind  of 
am bivalen t m id d le grou nd , u n certa in  w h eth er  or n ot to feel both  gu ilt and  sh am e abou t th eir  
w ealth .

In resp on se to gu ilt, in h er itors are ap t to com p en sa te in an y  n u m ber  of w ays. Th ey  often  w ork 
hard  to h id e ord eserve or ap ologize for th eir  w ealth — or all th ree. Su ch  effor ts can  last w ell in to 
ad u lthood , con str ictin g  h eirs' freed om  of self-exp ression  or com p ellin g  th em  to p rove th em selv es 
w orth y of th eir  good  fortu n e.

Deborah  Frank recalls h ow  th e sh am e sh e felt led  h er  to a ttem p t to keep  h er  in h er itan ce 
secret. In  th e h eyd ay o f th e '60s, sh e and  h er  h u sban d  w ere living in th e San  Fran cisco Bay Area. "I 
tried  to bu ry th e m on ey ," sh e says. "W e lived  in a sm all, fu nky flat. I gu ess w e w ere tryin g to keep  
u p  w ith  th e Jon eses. O u r  fr ien d s w ere h ip p ies w h o avoid ed  w ork. Th ey  lived  on  food  stam p s, 
sm oked  d op e, and  fu rn ish ed  th eir  sh abby flats w ith  In d ian  bed sp read s and  oran ge crates. W e w ere 
sp en d in g  m aybe on e qu arter  of m y in com e, ou r on ly  in com e. I ju st left th e rest in a ch eck in g  
accou n t and  refu sed  to th in k  abou t it ."

D eborah 's efforts to live below  h er  m ean s and  h id e h er  id en tity  as a w ealth y  p erson  are 
rep eated  again  and  again  in th e stories h eirs tell. Gu ilt and  sh am e often  m ake it d ifficu lt for 
in h er itors to treat th em selves to sm all lu xu ries or even  n ecessary  item s. Fran cesca Da Silva d escr ibes 
h er  d iscom fort at p u rch asin g  a sp rayer for th e g reen h ou se sh e sh ares w ith  h er  friend  Alin e: "I w as 
stan d in g  th ere agon iz in g  over sp en d in g  th irty d ollars on  m yself for th is sp rayer, w h ich  w e really 
n eed ed . I w as com in g  up  w ith  list A  and  list B, all th e ra tion aliza tion s, all th e p ros and  con s— an  in - 
d ep th  analysis over a sp rayer! W h en  I gu iltily d ragged  it up  to th e cou n ter , I su d d en ly  th ou gh t, 'O h ,
I can  give it to A lin e for h er  bir th d ay!' Th at th ou gh t com p letely  relieved  m e of all m y an xiety  abou t 
sp en d in g  th irty d ollars."
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At its m ost extrem e, th is p attern  o f self-d ep rivation  m an ifests as a kind  of p overty m en tality . 
Fred  H op good  cam e from  a very w ealth y  fam ily in th e Mid w est; h e m oved  to N ew  York City, in part 
to escap e an  in ten se p ow er stru ggle w ith  h is fath er. Fred 's an ger , com bin ed  w ith  h is sen se of 
u n w orth in ess, created  a p ain fu l p eriod  of w h at h e calls "d eg rad a tion ." H e had  n o job  and  w as 
d raw ing a m ere $300 a m on th  from  h is tru st accou n t at th e fam ily office. "Th ere  w as a h u ge tru ggle 
betw een  m y fath er and  m e: 1 w as not  goin g  to w ork, n o m atter  w h at! H e w ou ld  h ave had  to cu t m e 
off in ord er to m ake m e w ork, bu t h e n ever  d id . So I ju st existed  on  w h at h e gave m e.

"I had  n o id ea h ow  m u ch  I cou ld  ask for. Th ree h u n d red  d ollars in N ew  York w ou ld  ru n ou t in 
tw o w eeks, and  I w ou ld  be w alkin g p ast Bald u cci's in Green w ich  Village, ju st d roolin g. I'd  bu y tw o 
bu n ch es of asp aragu s and  ea t th em  for d in n er  in m y cold  loft. I w as d ep riv in g m yself o f w h at I had  
becau se m y fa th er  had  p ow er over m e. I d id n 't w an t to ask h im  for m ore m on ey . Bu t I realize n ow  
th at I w as also trying to cover up  th e fact th a t I had  m on ey. 1 w as gu ilty and  I ju st d id n 't w an t to give 
m yself p leasu re. I d id n 't feel I had  an y righ t to th e m on ey ."

It is n ot u n com m on  for gu ilt-r id d en  in h er itors to con sid er  gettin g  rid o f th eir  m on ey  
a ltogeth er  as a w ay of easin g  th eir  con scien ces. Som e actu ally  d o, a lth ou gh  th is stra tegy  is n ot ap t to 
relieve gu ilt com p letely, u n less th e h eir  is m otivated  by in sp iration  ra th er  th an  avoid an ce. For 
Fran cesca Da Silva, th e d iscom fort o f bein g  w ealth y  w as like a p ersisten t gh ost: "I w ou ld  th ink, 
'W ell, if I can  ju st get rid of m y m on ey .' I had  a sen se th at if I cou ld  ju st sp read  th e m on ey  arou nd , it 
w ou ld n 't be so h au n tin g. Bu t 1 d iscovered  th at th e m ore I try to get rid  of th e m on ey, th e m ore it 
h au n ts m e."

Som e h eirs— m en  in p articu lar— resp on d  to th eir  u n easy  feelin gs by becom in g  w orkah olics. 
Th ey d rive th em selves hard , trying fu tilely to m easu re up  to self-im p osed  stan d ard s o f p erfection . 
After years o f exh au stin g  w ork for social ch an ge, David  Bow m an  is finally beg in n in g  to u n d erstan d  
h ow  d estru ctive h is relen tless w ork h abits h ave been : ”1 felt like I had  to save th e w orld . I had  to do 
good  d eed s. It cam e ou t o f h avin g th ese h ard -w orkin g, P rotestan t, a ltru istic valu es and  a seriou s 
sen se of gu ilt and  resp on sibility . I w as n ot able to figu re ou t w h at kind  o f w ork w ou ld  fu lfill all my 
resp on sibilities and  exp ecta tion s. 1 w as sp in n in g  m y w h eels tryin g to be th is p erson  th a t I n ever  w as 
and  n ever cou ld  be— Jesu s Ch rist and  Gh an d i and  Joh n  F. Ken n ed y  all w rap p ed  in to on e. It 's 
tw isted , bu t th a t 's  w h at I w as exp ectin g  of m yself.

"For  ten  years I w orked  m yself in to th e grou n d , and  I w as ch ron ically  exh au sted . O n ce I 
w orked  seven ty  h ou rs a w eek at a th ea ter  com p an y for n in e m on th s. Th en  I crash ed  and  n ever 
really got stron g  again . I w as a m ess, and  in th at sta te I w as still trying to figu re ou t h ow  to be 
Su p erm an ."

Overw h elm in gly  great exp ecta tion s are som etim es p art and  p arcel of an  in h er itan ce; th ey are 
hand ed  d ow n , a lon g  w ith  th e m on ey  and  th e gu ilt, from  p aren ts and  gran d p aren ts. Joh n  M u n ro 
vivid ly recalls th e m essages h e absorbed . "Th e exp ecta tion  laid  on  m e and  m y cou sin s w as th at w e 
had  to ru le th e w orld . It w as ju st th at sim p le. Th at ou r an cestors had  ach ieved  su ch  su ccess star tin g  
w ith  relatively m od est m ean s m ean t th at w e, sta r tin g  w ith  w h at th ey  had  accu m u lated , shou ld  be 
able to d o ju st abou t an yth in g.

"Th e m essage w as: th ere are en ou gh  p roblem s in th e w orld  and  en ou gh  ta len ts w ith in  u s th at 
w e are su p p osed  to ad d ress th ose p roblem s in a sign ifican t w ay. Th is w ill len d  glory to th e fam ily 
n am e and  rep ay ou r d ebt to society  for th e p rivilege and  op p ortu n ities th at w e h ave been  offered ."

Regard less of w h eth er  h igh  stan d ard s are im p osed  from  w ith in  or w ith ou t, w h at m ost h eirs 
even tu ally d iscover is th at n oth in g— n o m artyrd om , n o aw ard , n o p restig iou s career— ever 
com p letely elim in ates th e gu ilt th ey feel for bein g  h an d ed  so m u ch  m ore th an  o th ers by Lad y Lu ck.
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For m an y h eirs, th en , th e fu n d am en tal d ilem m a becom es h ow  to a ton e for th e "cr im e" th ey  n ever 
com m itted .

In ad d ition  to th e d istressin g  h abits o f self-d ep r iva tion , w orkah olism  and  p erfection ism , 
in h eritors som etim es resort to com p u lsive exp ression s of gratitu d e, ap ology or  self-d ep reca tion . 
Sop h ie Carlson  still find s h erself tryin g to m ake u p  to  th e h ired  h elp  w h o w orked  for h er  fam ily.
"I'v e alw ays felt guilty, p robably  becau se of all th e servan ts w h o w orked  for u s w h en  I w as little. I 
loved  th em  so m u ch . Th ey  cou ld n 't  h ave th e life I had , even  th ou gh  th ey m ad e th at life p ossib le for 
m e. M aybe th a t 's  w hy I'm  alw ays ru n n in g  arou n d  trying to p rove th a t I'm  n o b etter  th an  an ybod y

"W h en  I go to a restau ran t, I invariably tell th e w aitress th a t I h ave been  a w aitress too. I 
w an t h er  to th in k  th at I kn ow  w h at it 's like, th at I u n d erstan d  her. Bu t actu ally, I've n ever  w aited  
tables. I ju st w ash ed  d ish es." Like Sop h ie, som e in h er itors feel locked  in a p sych ological d eb to r ’s 
p rison , h alf-con sciou sly  h op in g  th at en ou gh  Th an k  You 's or I'm  So n y 's  w ill w in  th eir  release from  
gu ilt and  in d ebted n ess.

Goin g beyon d gu ilt  an d sham e

Th e key to freed om  com es n ot from  bein g  forgiven  by som eon e "o u t  th e r e"— p aren ts or fr ien d s or 
society at large— bu t from  w ith in . H eirs w h o are able to h eal th e w ou n d s o f gu ilt and  sh am e d o so 
th rou gh  a h ard -w on  self-accep tan ce. A lth ou gh  th e m eth od s for a tta in in g  th is in n er  accep tan ce vary, 
th ey alw ays involve sh ifts o f a ttitu d e ra th er  th an  sim p le ch an ges o f beh avior.

Learn in g  to see u n earn ed  w ealth  as an  u n exp ected  stroke o f lu ck, as a gift from  God , as an  
op p ortu n ity  to fulfill d ream s, even  as en ergy  circu latin g in th e u n iverse— all th ese p ersp ectives can  
help . Fran cesca Da Silv a 's fa th er  ad vised  h er  to  ligh ten  h er  load  of gu ilt by regard in g  h er  in h er itan ce 
d isp assion ately. H e told  her, "You  d on 't  h ave to take it all so seriou sly. Treat it like you  w ere hand ed  
th is little p ot o f gold , and  th en  th ere 's  n o p erson al em otion  abou t it. You 're ju st su d d en ly  for tu n ate. 
It 's like w in n in g  th e lottery. Treat it like it ju st arrived  in th e m ail on e day, an d  n ow  you  can  d o all 
th e th in gs you 've ever w an ted  to d o ."

O th er  h eirs find  it u sefu l to w ork w ith  th eir  d iscom fort in  a sp iritu al con text. M ich ael 
W arn er, for in stan ce, has fou nd  con sid erable p eace th rou gh  m ed ita tion . "In  sittin g  p ractice, you  
com e up  again st th e feelin g  o f p overty or w or th lessn ess or d ep ression . You  ju st  sit w ith  it, and  if you  
sit w ith  it lon g  en ou gh , you  can  actu ally  get in tou ch  w ith  you r ow n  basic g ood n ess and  w isd om , 
w h ich  tran scen d s all th e rest o f th e stu ff. For m e as a rich  p erson , th is exp er ien ce h as p articu lar 
p ow er."

For oth ers, tim e itself a lters attitu d es and  assu ages gu ilt and  sh am e. Sim p ly grow in g old er 
h elp s m any h eirs to assess m ore realistically  th eir  stren g th s and  th eir  lim ita tion s, w h at th ey  can  and  
can n ot d o, w h at is and  is n ot w orth  w orryin g abou t. In th e w ord s of on e for ty -year-o ld  heir, "I see 
n ow  th at life is too sh ort to be con stan tly  bea tin g  m yself over th e h ead  w ith  th in gs th a t a r en 't  real. 1 
let go of m y gu ilt w h en  I realized  I cou ld  w aste m y w h ole life feelin g  sh am efu l abou t m y w ea lth ."

It can  a lso h elp  sim p ly to rem em ber  th a t bein g  born  in to a w ealth y  fam ily is n ot itself a 
cu lp able act; it involves n o act o f greed  or m aliciou s in ten t. O n  th e o th er  h an d , w h en  h eirs act 
arrogan tly, w h en  th ey w ield  th eir  resou rces to exp loit oth ers, or  w h en  th ey d elibera tely  blind  
th em selves to th e larger social im p lication s o f th eir  w ealth , rem orse is an  ap p rop riate resp on se.
H eirs can  th erefore ben efit  from  d icr im in atin g  betw een  u n fou n d ed  gu ilt and  sh am e, on  th e on e
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hand , and  a ju stifiably  bad  con scien ce, on  th e oth er . Gu ilt and  sh am e can  be d ism issed  as a w aste of 
energy, and  th e p an gs of a bad  con scien ce can  serve as an  im p ortan t w ak e-u p  call, a sp u r to m ake 
n ecessary  ch an ges.

As in all tran sform ation s, th e first step  in rid d ing ou rselves of gu ilt an d  sh am e is to 
ackn ow led ge th e d ep th  of th e feelin g  and  to becom e fu lly aw are of its n egative con seq u en ces in ou r 
lives. Th en  beg in s th e p rocess o f accep tin g  th a t to stu m ble in to in h er ited  w ealth  is n ot a crim e. 
Finally, com p assion  and  freed om  em erge as w e grad u ally learn  to u se in h er ited  w ealth  in  w ays th at 
n ou rish  th e sou l and  ben efit  oth ers.

Con clu sion : a let ter from  W en dy  John son

W en d y Joh n son  told  us th a t bein g  in terview ed  abou t h er  exp er ien ce as an  in h er itor  w as "like an  
in ten se p sych oan alytic session ." It afford ed  h er  th e p leasu re of d iscovery; sh e fou nd  n ew  
con n ection s and  fresh  p ersp ectives in h er  con tin u in g  effort to ach ieve a h arm on iou s rela tion sh ip  
w ith  h er  w ealth . After  th e in terview , h er  th ou gh ts an d  em otion s ju st kep t com in g, like rip p les on  a 
p ond . So sh e w rote u s a follow -u p  letter  w h ich  eloqu en tly  w eaves togeth er  m an y of th e th em es in 
th is article.

Like p len ty  of o th er  h eirs, W en d y  is n ow  overcom in g  th e con flicts sh e in h er ited  a lon g  w ith  
h er  fortu ne. Sh e is earn estly  exp lorin g h er  feelin gs an d  d oin g  th e footw ork to becom e em p ow ered . 
For th at reason , h er  letter  offers en cou ragem en t and  h op e, ju st th e m ed icin e for o th er  in h er itors 
w h o m ay find  th em selves d isorien ted  and  stu ck as th ey reflect on  th e role of in h er ited  w ealth  in 
th eir lives.

W en d y w rites:

M o n ey  h ad  co m e  to  r e p r e sen t  fo r  m e  so m e  b a d , illicit  p a r t  o f m y se lf th a t  I h ad  to  h id e  from  
o th e r  p eo p le . It w a s a lso  s o m e th in g  th a t  s e t  m e  a p a r t  a n d  m a d e  m e  d iffe r en t . So m e t im e s  th is  
d iffe r en ce  p ro p p ed  u p  a s e n se  o f m y se lf a s  sp ecia l a n d  en t it led , b u t  m o r e  o ften  it m a d e  m e  feel 
less  v a lid , a s if m y  w o rk  d id n 't  co u n t  a s  m u ch  a s  o th e r  p e o p le 's  b eca u se  I d id n 't  h a v e  to  d o it. 
Fu r th e r m o r e , th e  m o n ey  in fa n t iliz ed  m e  an d  m a d e  m e  feel th a t  I n eed ed  it  in  o r d e r  to  su rv iv e.

W h ile  h a v in g  m o n ey  g av e m e  th e  p a t in a  o f in d e p e n d en ce , it t ied  m e  to  m y  
g r a n d m o th e r  an d  m o th e r  in  a  h o s t ile  a m b iv a le n ce  th a t  k ep t  m e  s tu ck  fo r  y ea r s . I h ad  to  w o rk  
th r o u g h  lo ts  o f co n flicts  b e fo r e  I cou ld  h a v e  ev en  a m o d e r a te ly  r ea lis t ic v iew  o f m o n ey . It  to o k  
t im e, p sy ch o a n a ly s is  a n d  r e a l-life  ch a n g e s , lik e g e t t in g  a  P h .D ., w h ich  m a d e  m e  fin a n cia lly  
in d e p e n d en t  o f m y  tru st, an d  b e co m in g  a m o th e r , w h ich  h e lp ed  m e  fee l m o r e  en t it led  to  u se  th e  
m o n ey .

N o w  th a t  so m e  o f th e  m y st ifica t io n  h a s  clea r ed , I s e e  th e  m o n e y  sim p ly  a s 
s o m e th in g  I w a s b o r n  w ith , lik e red  h a ir  o r  b e in g  fem a le  a n d  a W A SP . O f co u r se , it h a s  
cr ea ted  its  ow n  se t  o f a d v a n ta g es  a n d  p r o b lem s, b u t  it d o e s n 't  b y  fia t  m a k e  m e a n y  m o re  
sp ecia l o r  less  va lid  th a n  a n y o n e  e lse . In  a cu ltu r e  th a t  b o th  p r iz es  a n d  d esp ises  m o n ey  a s 
m u ch  a s ou rs, it 's  h a rd  to  b e  e v e n -h a n d e d  a b o u t  it an d  n o t  see  y o u r se lf in  te r m s  o f th e  
im p a ct  it  h a s  o n  o th e r  p eo p le . Essen t ia lly , I th in k  m o n ey  is a lig h tn in g  rod  fo r  u n co n scio u s  
fa n ta sie s , en v y , th e  e n a ctm e n t  o f fa m ily  co n flicts , a n d  all k in d s  o f cr a z y  id ea s.

If you  d o n 't  h a v e  to  w o r ry  a b o u t  b a s ic su rv iv a l, y ou  a r e  d iffe r en t  from  o th e r s . You  
a r e  p r o tected  an d  iso la ted  from  a w h o le  r ea lm  o f h u m a n  co n ce r n s  th a t  b o n d  p eo p le
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together and leave you out. You 're not one of the gang, so to speak. And if all your friends 
have money, you 're isolated in another way. If money and survival are not hooked 
together, you are supposedly free 'to do what you want.' Only people who have this 
freedom understand  just how hard knowing what you want can be.

There is a lot to be said for learning what you want by doing what you have to do 
to pay the rent. It is easier to succumb to your insecurities, indulge your anxieties and spin 
your fantasies if you don't have to engage in daily work. I latched onto working, often at 
mediocre jobs, to separate myself from my parents' world. While this pursuit was 
necessary for my psychic survival, it m eant that I cou ldn't use the money to develop the 
more creative aspects of myself. In retrospect, I wasted a lot of time denying the existence 
of an inheritance while also trying to make myself worthy of it.

The blind innocence that inherited money engenders is in part induced by the 
families who prefer their children docile and dependent. It is also self-induced  to avoid 
conflicts and manage guilt, confusion and the potential for greed. However, a great deal of 
damage is done when you keep an area of yourself dumb and uninformed. All areas of 
your life can be infected by avoiding questions and being unable to take hold of adult 
responsibilities.

As W en d y Joh n son  su ggests, com in g  to term s w ith  ou rselves as in h er itors of w ealth  in volves a kind  
of d ou ble-m in d ed n ess. It requ ires, on  th e on e h and , ackn ow led g in g  th e sp ecific w ays in w h ich  
w ealth  has kep t u s from  w h olen ess. To th a t end , it m ean s fin d in g n on ju d gm en ta l con texts in w h ich  
to ven t ou r an ger, exp ress ou r grief, and  atten d  to th e u n d er-ed u ca ted  p arts o f ou rselves. In short, it 
m ean s takin g ou r p ain  seriou sly.

O n  th e o th er  hand , tru e resolu tion  o f ou r con flicts com es abou t on ly w h en  w e becom e m ore 
in terested  in th e p oten tia l o f th e p resen t and  fu tu re th an  in th e in ad equ acies o f th e p ast. As w ith  
any oth er  in n er  h ealin g, it m ean s m ov in g  ou t of b lam e and  d ep en d en cy  in to self-resp on sib ility  and  
em p ow erm en t. And  for th ose in h er itors w h o seem  m ost at p eace w ith  th eir  situ ation , it h as m ean t 
d evelop in g a larger, m ore sp iritu al p ersp ective th rou gh  w h ich  to  u n d erstan d  w ealth  an d  all th a t it 
im p lies.
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