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CHAPTER 1

Inheritocracy: The Family Tree

We were in the living room of the house that he had inherited from his parents. Perched in the only armchair that still offered comfort, my father rested his leg on a cushion in front of the open fire.

‘Press record; let’s get started,’ he said. I was his middle daughter and had a PhD in history – two useful distinctions for the urgent task of recording the Filby family story, before it was lost. When he had first been diagnosed the previous year, I’d pledged to interview him about his past, but as hospital visits took their toll on both of us (I had been pregnant with my first child), it stretched into something we said we really must do, rather than something we did. Then, suddenly, it was now or never.

So, we sat together, ready to climb the family tree. My father’s voice was weak; sometimes it drifted away entirely. Sometimes, he would screech as spasms of pain took hold. ‘Whiskey,’ he whispered. ‘Get me a whiskey. You know, Sinatra always had a jar before a big show,’ he smirked. I poured him a thimbleful, and, sipping, he returned to his story about my great-grandfather’s horse and cart grocery business during the Great Depression. It was mostly about the horse.

Largely untouched by the two world wars or migration (unless you count a move from Bermondsey to Tooting), my family have lived in south London for two centuries and in the same house for eighty years. And perhaps this was what made us distinct: our consistency, especially as Londoners.

These recordings – which six years on I find impossible to listen to – had to be done, in my father’s words, ‘so that the Filby family history would not go with him’. But in his telling, there was a lack of spontaneity, verve and joy that should naturally accompany such childhood reminiscences and family legends. I wasn’t fully present either; my attention divided between my restless one-year-old son rattling around in his playpen and my racing mind preoccupied with the morbid realisation that, before long, I’d be telling my son stories of a grandfather he had never known.

I’d always assumed that facing death freed you from the past. But in my father’s case, it was the opposite. He was obsessed with his childhood and catalogued possessions in the house he had lived in his entire life: what was meaningful, what was worth holding on to and what could be ‘flogged on that auction site’. But in telling his tale, and the various tentacles of our family history, my father had a particular aim: he was not seeking to preserve the memories of those long gone; rather, he was slotting himself into that timeline. It was about legacy. And these stories, like all family trees, had roots that are deeply interwoven within the grand sweep of history. It was, in short, an inheritance.

•  •  •

We live in an inheritance economy. If you’re under forty-five, your life chances and opportunities are increasingly determined by your access to the Bank of Mum and Dad, not by what you earn or learn. Rather than a meritocracy – where hard work pays off – we live in an inheritocracy, where family wealth catalyses success.

The Bank of Mum and Dad dominates our economic system and especially our property market – operating best for those who can lean on parental support. Family wealth is now more than ever the condition for opportunity. You know it when you see it: it’s your friend who never took out a student loan, who had their rent subsidised or who suddenly acquires the deposit for a flat. It’s those who enjoy luxurious holidays in their twenties and thirties, multigenerational jaunts paid for by their parents. It’s the friends who had the safety net of staying with Mum and Dad while they saved, upskilled and/or had a quarter-life crisis. But that’s the stuff you can see. There’s another layer of privilege that is even less detectable: it’s those who enjoy a level of disposable income unburdened by major expenses such as student loans, rent, saving for a deposit or childcare. It’s those who can afford the smaller, everyday luxuries to ease the pressures of modern life. Those who can take taxis more often, have a house cleaner, not think twice about going out for dinner. These conveniences, though seemingly small, collectively contribute to a more efficient, relaxed and high-performing lifestyle, providing more free time compared to those worrying about how on earth they can afford the big-ticket items in life.

Family wealth is the real economic story of the twenty-first century. Inheritance has, of course, always existed, but the extent to which young people now rely on it is a relatively recent development. The forces at play are structural and there are no signs of the inheritance economy abating, only increasing. Whether we are talking about wealth inequality, increasing gender equality, rising property and rent prices or delayed adulthood, inheritance is the story behind the story. Educational effort and graduate jobs are still necessary (probably more necessary than ever) but are not the guaranteed rewards we were told they would be. Instead, it’s a trickling down of money, time and support from parents that is required for nailing the basics of adulthood, let alone any kind of conventional success or financial stability in today’s world. But as much as this subject is a past and present force, it will profoundly shape our future: everything from caring for our parents in an ageing society to our work and retirement plans to the social division amongst our children and potentially our grandchildren.

We’re going to do a deep dive into this overlooked story. But, to clarify, it’s written with the beneficiaries of the inheritance economy in mind more than the benefactors. This one is for the kids, rather than the parents – millennials (1981–96) and Gen Z (1997–2010) rather than baby boomers (1942–65) or Gen X (1966–80). That means those under forty-five who have grown up in this inheritance era and whose life cycle, culture and economic circumstances have been shaped by these forces. Both those who’ve had access to the parental ATM and those who have not. That’s because the backdrop to our generational story is an economy increasingly built on generational wealth.

Up until now, much of the debate has centred on how lucky the baby boomers were and how unlucky millennials are, often pitting parents against offspring. The generational war of boomers versus millennials, that familiar trope of intergenerational unfairness, has dominated public debate since the 2008 financial crisis. It’s not just unhelpful; it’s also increasingly untrue. An intergenerational duel conceals the deeper story of intragenerational unfairness; some millennials have ridden on the coat-tails of their parents and are doing much better than those who have had no such advantage. This conflict has divided millennials from the point we entered adulthood. But it is more pronounced and urgent now as we enter mid-life and our parents begin to pass away. In short, it is time to put the whole family in the frame, rather than zooming in on one generation’s wealth. This is because so much of our parents’ money is tied up in property and, quite often, because the long-term rise in house prices is only one generation old: a legacy of Thatcher’s Britain. The point is that in many families, this wealth will only be truly realised when our parents pass away.

I’m going to explore the origins, mutations and consequences of inheritocracy through my own story as a millennial, when our family was confronted with the inheritance issue after my father died. But it would be pointless to pretend that my story is representative; it is a privileged, London-centric and distinctly white, female wealth tale. Still, it reflects the need for a more nuanced debate, because familial wealth today is not confined to the global 1 per cent or even the professional upper middle class: the Bank of Mum and Dad involves upwardly mobile families like mine. In 2017, 74 per cent of people aged sixty-five years and over in England owned their own home outright.1 In 2023, it was calculated that those aged over sixty-five owned a record estimated £2.5 trillion of net housing wealth.2 In theory, that’s a lot of money in property to pass down. Little wonder then that 80 per cent of millennials expect to receive some kind of inheritance in their lifetime.3 Inheritance is not a minority issue affecting a rich few. The dilemmas and dynamics set out here affect more families in Britain than we realise or admit.

•  •  •

So, what is my story? How do I fit into the inheritance economy? What was the legacy that my father passed on to me during those last-minute sessions with the voice recorder?

My dad was an English working-class boy done good. He didn’t have a good start. He failed the 11-plus – his generation’s great determiner of opportunity – and ended up at a secondary modern school. It did not stump him chiefly because he came of age during the liberating thrills of swinging ’60s London: when class and social shackles were coming off and the world was opening up for men like him. After an intense but short-lived experience at art school, he was kicked out for laziness and general misdemeanours. This was followed by a few more years of carefree exploration as an amateur film director in his twenties. He settled down in his thirties with a wife, three kids and a more conventional path – although not that conventional. He was a stay-at-home dad (very avant-garde in the 1980s) and a painter and decorator on the side.

This enabled my mother, who worked as an interior designer with the John Lewis Partnership, to push forward as the breadwinner. Despite living through an age of increasing meritocracy, it was not the education system that freed them. Instead, it was the social liberalism of the 1960s, followed by the tough but, for many, fortuitous circumstances of the Thatcher years. Their life was full of opportunities unavailable to their parents – the Second World War generation. Yet arguably these same chances have not been extended to their kids – the millennial generation. In short, the story of my parents’ life would have been completely different had they lived thirty years earlier. But tellingly, their story would have been highly unlikely had they been born thirty years later, too.

The most important part of this tale is that it seems fortuitous only in hindsight. My mother and father transformed their fortunes in the 1980s but not in a way they, nor my two sisters and I, felt at the time. My parents were about as far from yuppie culture as you can imagine – antique-collecting, subversive punks whose working-class roots meant that the notion of ‘getting ideas above your station’ never fully wore off.

They were also from south London: Tooting, an area then deemed insalubrious but which today is an aspirational destination for middle-class graduates. If gentrification is a maturation process, then Tooting Broadway, when I was young, was stuck in its infancy years – transient occupants, run-down houses and petty crime. My father, an only child, grew up in a house that my grandfather, a compulsive gambler, had acquired through a bet. Wisely, he swiftly put the deeds in my grandmother’s name, so he couldn’t lose them just as fast as he’d won them. This story is the crucial one in the ‘Filby family history’.

My childhood home was eclectic and eccentric. The house itself was always in a ramshackle state, with 1960s wallpaper and limited central heating. My parents, inspired by Thatcher’s vision of a ‘property-owning democracy’, took the plunge and, first with relatives and then with friends, invested in two more houses in Tooting. And crucially they held on to them. Scraping through the market crash of the ’80s and the repossession surge of the early ’90s, by the turn of the millennium, they were sitting on a portfolio of properties that was gaining value at approximately 13 per cent each year. My mother signed her first mortgage just six years after the 1975 Sex Discrimination Act, which allowed women to apply for a mortgage independently. The loan she took out back then was only four times her annual income. Today, in contrast, most houses in London are nearly fifteen times the typical wage.4

By the early 2000s, Tooting Broadway began to change. It had entered its gentrification adolescence. Cafes sold cappuccinos; wine bars came with those chrome high stools. One pub, once notorious for its strip shows, began hosting a craft fair. Another, which in the 1980s used to have a ‘last orders’ collection box for the IRA, started putting on James Bond theme nights. Prices were rising, but it was only after the 2008 financial crash that it dawned on my sisters and me that we couldn’t actually afford to live where we grew up. More absurdly, our well-heeled university friends aspired to rent a flat in our neighbourhood.

Despite the expansion in my parents’ assets, my childhood was defined by scarcity rather than wealth. We weren’t poor; we were homeowners after all. But we didn’t go on holiday until I was about thirteen and everything was carefully budgeted. My parents certainly had no encounters with the sector that was then evolving to service their generation’s considerable rise in personal wealth and assets. My parents did not know anyone who knew about finance, let alone seek advice on personal investments or private pensions. My father distrusted banks – preferring to literally hide cash under the stairs. Still, by the time the global financial crisis hit, and I reached the age I was expected to be financially independent – I was twenty-seven and wasn’t – my parents had become paper millionaires.

Even at this monumental tipping point, they had little understanding of the implications of the wealth they had amassed over thirty years: what it was worth, what they should do with it or, even, how to gain access to it.

That was until, of course, my father’s cancer diagnosis forced us to confront this legacy and its implications.

•  •  •

But let’s back up a second. Is this really the true story? Or have I just fed you a ‘working-class accidental millionaires’ tale because that’s how I, a millennial beneficiary of the Bank of Mum and Dad, attempt to justify my own exceedingly privileged position? Well, frankly, yes – and I’m not alone. One academic study interviewed several first-time homeowners in London who had bought property with help from their family. The researchers noticed a familiar narrative amongst the beneficiaries; a tendency to frame this financial windfall not in terms of their own individual privilege but as evidence of their parents’ hard work and upward mobility.

In other words, I, and many others like me, legitimise access to the Bank of Mum and Dad by talking about their stories of struggle rather than our smooth path. This represents a shift from the past, where once parents lived vicariously through their children’s achievements and opportunities. Now, children often define themselves through their parents’ struggles. In today’s climate of identity politics, being privileged and middle class, whether we like it or not, can lead to feelings of self-consciousness and even shame. According to Liz Moor and Sam Friedman, the authors of the study, when it comes to talking about inheritance or gifts from the Bank of Mum and Dad, therefore, we are more likely to reach ‘back beyond the influence of one’s own, often privileged background, to a more humble, and often working-class, multigenerational family history’.5

My reliance on the Bank of Mum and Dad, for example, is the only reason I’ve been able to stay living in the area I was born. For this and many other reasons, we are more likely to see a parental gift as a rightful flow of wealth within a family rather than what it has become: a powerful force reshaping our economy and influencing our society and its ideas of fairness and equality. Inheritance (and, frankly, all manner of familial support) is deemed a right by young and old alike. This is one of the major reasons why it is so difficult to make it a political issue. It is, as my father knew when he asked me to record his recollections, a deeply personal experience, where relationships, emotion and human connection converge with cold, hard economics.

In recent years, we have understandably and rightly sought to interrogate and widen the conversation about privilege in society. And yet how much do we interrogate one of the most obvious advantages experienced by anyone under forty-five: the presence or absence of a parental safety net? There’s no denying that family privilege intersects with class, race, educational attainment and sexuality, and in a different way gender, as we shall see, but why is it that so many of us ignore or give a false impression of our parental springboard? We enjoy mocking the ‘nepo babies’ of the rich and famous, but we shy away from recognising ourselves as, perhaps on a lesser scale, being like them.

In the twentieth century, it was commonplace to speak of education as the key success metric. It is something I have been guilty of. I was the first person in my family to be awarded a university degree, but this gives an entirely false impression of my status and class in the twenty-first century. Culturally, I was raised in a working-class household; my great-aunt was a Pearly Queen, that iconic mascot of working-class London, and we really did stand around a piano bashing out ‘Maybe It’s Because I’m a Londoner’. But I was also raised on impressionist art and Waitrose food and in a house my family owned. I also had parents who offered a critical safety net and a lift-up when I needed it. This afforded me a degree of freedom and security that many never experience.

In some middle-class circles, all talk of the Bank of Mum and Dad has become so normalised that it is the timing and amount of financial support that are the points debated, not whether there is any support at all. Does this display a certain level of blindness when it comes to economic advantage in our society? Frankly, yes.

Inheritance and the Bank of Mum and Dad are at the centre of our emotional, social and economic lives. And yet most people don’t talk about it. This book sets out to start the conversation.

•  •  •

Over the past twenty years, the wealth divide amongst millennials has been shaped by this dynamic and it is only set to widen in the next twenty years as our parents’ generation dies out. In the UK, approximately £5.5 trillion of family wealth will be passed down the generations.6 In the US, the figure is estimated to be a sum anywhere between $15 trillion and $84 trillion.7 We are looking at the largest transference of wealth in human history, with millennials being told that we are set to become the richest generation ever. These figures are hard to compute and certainly up for dispute. But the wider point is that inheritance is not a minority issue and not just a matter for the elderly to consider when they get their affairs in order. On the contrary, it is one that affects the recipient more than the giver. In short, it is the millennial story. We are a generation of heirs.

The French economist Thomas Piketty, whose 2013 book Capital in the Twenty-First Century became something of a manifesto for post-crash left-wing politics, saw the growth of the inheritance economy in the millennial generation as an echo of the ‘patrimonial economy’ of the nineteenth century: ‘Inherited wealth comes close to being as decisive at the beginning of the twenty-first century as it was in the age of Balzac’s Père Goriot.’8 Piketty referenced the way in which inheritance formed the narrative backbone of many nineteenth-century novels. Indeed, divided families and last will and testaments are key plot devices in Bleak House, Middlemarch and Pride and Prejudice. Today, the HBO series Succession, in which a dysfunctional money-bags baby boomer plays puppet master to his desperate and dependent children, is, in the same way, a dynastic tale for our times. The assumption surrounding the show’s popularity is that we enjoy being voyeurs of the mega-rich and lust for daughter Shiv’s ‘quiet luxury’ fashion choices. But perhaps this outlandish story of inheritance speaks to the average person more than we might first think. In the twenty-first century, with the quiet massing of record levels of personal wealth through property, pensions and investments, the Bank of Mum and Dad has become one of the main drivers of the economy; reshaping family finances and relationships, widening wealth inequality and providing untold opportunity for some. Familial privilege isn’t universal, but it has universal consequences.

•  •  •

My story is just one of many millennial lives we’ll reflect on in Inheritocracy. We will hear from the voices of very different people, all of whom are caught, in very different ways, in the web of inheritocracy. These interviews show rich and varied life stories, demonstrating the breadth and variation of opportunity and costs of the Bank of Mum and Dad in Britain today. My hope is that they spark self-reflection, not just about your own family and circumstances but also about the potential ways in which your life and the lives of your friends have been shaped (and will continue to be) by the great economic force of the Bank of Mum and Dad – whether through its presence or its absence.

This book is not just about family and money; it is also about capturing and understanding growing up in the twenty-first century, because we need to look at this story in the round. We’ll discover how millennials were sold the meritocratic educational myth, how our dating history fits into the inheritance economy, how delayed adulthood and millennial female milestone culture interlinks with the Bank of Mum and Dad, why class is now determined by family wealth not individual income, the complications that come with divorce and the rise of ‘blended’ families, what happens when you end up caring for your parents and the ultimate question, yes, will millennials become the richest generation in history? We will hear from cultural commentators, authors and economists, as well as politicians, wealth managers and personal financial advisors. I’ve also commissioned original polling by YouGov to get to the bottom of how we actually feel about parental gifts, inheritance, family wealth and privilege. Much of the polling up until now has narrowly focused on the right to inherit (which is pretty resounding) or the specifics of inheritance tax. It doesn’t cover the deeply personal terrain that inheritance occupies.

I’m not fixated on political policies or the economics of the housing market – while important, these are not my areas of expertise. What is here is far from comprehensive; others can crunch the numbers, compose the policies and solutions and service the assets and wealth. I do not claim to have any answers. My focus is on people – families, individuals and society at large. Ultimately, I’m interested in how generational wealth is bringing families together but also how it is pulling society apart.

This book is not a definitive history of 21st-century inheritance. Instead, my hope is that it will be a conversation starter within our generation, within our families and across society. The aim isn’t to flatten the experience as simply generational but to bring it to life as a phenomenon shaped by class, race, culture, financial literacy, circumstance, family, geography, economics and just plain luck. If we millennials and Gen Z feel we have been in the economic background up until now, we will soon be propelled into the forefront as our parents age and the power shifts. Gen X are already experiencing these forces, sandwiched as they are between looking after their kids and their elderly parents. Millennials will follow in their footsteps but with less personal wealth, and greater dependence on inheritance.

Whether you see all this as good fortune, perfectly justified or outrageously unfair, we need to untangle the many threads that, woven together, constitute the fabric of our inheritocracy. So, our first task is to understand how we got here. And our story begins not with the crash of 2008, not with the Right to Buy housing scheme of the 1980s, but with a very cool girl in 1940s Fulham, south-west London.




CHAPTER 2

The Backstory: The Making of the Boomers and the Origins of Inheritocracy

Aged thirteen, my mum joined the Young Communist League. She had the uniform: duffel coat and black polo neck, a well-thumbed copy of The Communist Manifesto poking out of one pocket. My grandmother was ashamed enough to cross the street if she saw her daughter out in public. By fourteen, my mum would sneak out of her bedroom window in Fulham to spend her nights in the coffee bars of Soho. At fifteen, she marched against the looming spectre of nuclear proliferation on the ‘Ban the Bomb’ protest from the home of Britain’s nuclear deterrent, Aldermaston, all the way to Trafalgar Square. Over the weekend protest, she slept in church halls, befriended fellow pacifists and carried a banner that said, ‘Soho says Noho’. At sixteen, she busked with a young Rod Stewart; she was no singer but would be the one who went round the crowds with a flat cap for donations. When she was seventeen, she went to the Lucie Clayton modelling school alongside famous ’60s model Jean Shrimpton and got a job as a showroom girl. In her twenties, she met my father, and they lived a bohemian life – unmarried, lots of parties, surrounded by artists, musicians and writers. None of them was successful in any conventional sense, but they were successful in that they lived the lifestyle they chose, free from the constraints of past generations. In her thirties, Mum had her punk years, with Dr Martens and safety-pinned clothes and could be found in a headlock with my father pogo dancing to the Clash.

This was my mother before I knew her. My mother, immortalised in grainy photos, is always cool, beautiful and forever young.

My mum was (and very much still is) incredibly cool. But I’m not the only one who has a cool mum. I have friends whose mothers hitchhiked through Afghanistan in the ’70s; one who emigrated from Jamaica and challenged racial and class barriers in the civil service; one, a Catholic, who defied convention and married a Protestant; another was a dancer with the Velvet Underground before becoming an editor on Fleet Street. Every act, self-conscious or otherwise, was one of subversion against the conservative status quo; from the skirts they wore to who they married (and especially divorced). Every one of them in small and big ways was a female pioneer. Their rebellions were immortalised in broader culture, too. It’s not that our mothers were all Gloria Steinem, but we (and they) can’t help but frame their lives within that feminist chronology.

Perhaps this all feels particularly prescient for me as I am now my mother’s age in my earliest memories of her. I can recall her fortieth birthday party, which took place in the home where I now live. This was a time in her life when she was taking out a mortgage rather than rebelling against the world. And yet it is the life I can’t personally recall that sticks. Compared to our parents’ generational life story (however airbrushed and fantasised), ours seems frankly rudimental and mundane. Netflix binges during a global lockdown? It doesn’t have the same wow factor as busking with Rod Stewart. Nor do endless exams, hustle culture, unpaid internships, career ladders, networking on LinkedIn or even, frankly, city breaks. We fly; they hitchhiked. My mother agrees. ‘Your generation are just so bloody boring,’ she likes to remind me, on everything from sex to smoking. But is our generation restricted by a script our parents helped draft?

Many of us have no understanding of ourselves that is not in some fundamental way forged within their history. That is how parental heritage normally works, but it is also undeniable how the past seventy years of history have been seen through baby boomers’ eyes. Crudely speaking, the 1950s were conservative but wholesome, the ’60s were idealistic and disruptive, the ’70s were disillusioning and debauched, the ’80s were when the hippies became yuppies. Historians have done much to challenge this casual overriding narrative, but it is still surprising how much this perception conditions the modern mind. Its imprint is etched on their offspring’s psyche.

In 1958, Life magazine’s front page featured a dozen babies holding up a sign that read ‘Kids: Built-in Recession Cure – How 4,000,000 a Year Make Billions in Business’. That was in the US, where the term ‘baby boom’ came to refer to the economic windfall synonymous with this demographic bulge. In the UK, though, the ‘boom’ was more a succession of bangs, with a significant peak immediately after the Second World War, followed by another in the early 1960s. Nor was there an immediate economic surge accompanying this swelling demographic. The baby boomers, however, would reshape our world over the course of the next eighty years. In short, there will probably never be a generation like them (in the west) again.

They are the only generational group whose label refers to their point of difference: their number. The generation after them, Gen X, were at one time known as the ‘baby busters’, because of the decline in birth rates during this period and arguably have yielded far less influence as a result. When baby boomers were teenagers, the emerging life stage of adolescence crystallised. With growing affluence and disposable income, these teenagers became an economic force that has never waned. In their youth, they found that culture and politics swung to their beat. When baby boomers hit their maturing years, the policies and politics of Thatcherism served their economic interests – even though there were many for whom it didn’t, of course. And as they entered retirement age in the 2000s, the sheer number of them (and their propensity to vote) meant that political priorities swung in their favour once again. Demographers like to compare the impact of this cohort to a pig being digested by a python. As it moves through society, so we contort our body to shoulder the impact.

Close your eyes and say the phrase ‘baby boomer’. You will probably picture a wealthy white suburban man or woman, who has a mortgage-free home and plenty of spare rooms. It is true: they are the most homogenised generation within the UK in terms of wealth, culture, values and racial diversity – 92 per cent identify as white.1 Yet these stereotypes are limiting; nearly 900,000 households headed by the over-55s are still renting, for example.2 Many, like my parents, grew up with little affluence and a lot of austerity. And many are what can be termed ‘first-generation wealth’, defined by rising assets, decent pensions and savings accrued in their lifetime.

If there’s one thing that characterises families with first-generation wealth, it is that the children often live in the shadow of their parents who made it. The children’s path is eased as their parents provide them with all the opportunities they themselves did not have. The offspring then struggle to go it alone, faltering under the pressure to recreate or sustain that lifestyle and ambition. For millennials, this feels like the major plotline for our generation.

As this chapter will show, the UK’s shift to an inheritocracy in the twenty-first century has its origins in the post-war period and in the baby boomers’ generational narrative. It is the backstory to the story. If we are going to explore the impact of the Bank of Mum and Dad, we briefly need to understand how it was established. This is a broad tale with many aspects, but for our purposes the most important are threefold: firstly, the rupture in social values and how that affected their parenting. Secondly, the rupture in education, not only the system they endured but how they thought about education for their millennial kids. Thirdly, most obviously, the rupture in economics and their rising personal wealth, in short the foundations of the Bank of Mum and Dad.

The First Rupture: Values

Generations tend to be shaped by key moments as well as gradual trends. So, if there is a year that symbolises the youth culture of the swinging ’60s, it is, of course, 1968. This was the moment when it appeared that the world’s young students erupted into a mass orgy of protest, standing up against war, racism, sexism and more. People began to point to their generation as a key factor in their identity and many governments across the world listened, lowering the voting age from twenty-one to eighteen. This generation of youths were what sociologists like to call post-materialists. Many now had the luxury to ask: ‘What do you care about when you don’t have to worry about shelter and food?’ The post-war generation in the UK may have been raised on rationing, outside loos and playing in deserted bomb sites, but they would come to be defined by the end of austerity and a growth in material conditions as they entered adulthood.

‘They’ve created the greatest age of individualism in American history!’ wrote journalist Tom Wolfe in his famous 1976 essay on what he christened the ‘me’ decade: ‘All rules are broken!’3 The collapse of deference that underpinned this cultural rupture meant that baby boomers were frequently the victims of age-bashing, routinely dismissed and criticised for being lazy, entitled and self-possessed. Sound familiar, millennials and Gen Z?

When John Lennon made his notorious comment that the Beatles were ‘more popular than Jesus’, it sparked outrage mainly because it was becoming true. Baby boomers, especially women, may have been raised cradle Christians, but they increasingly rejected organised religion, triggering an unstoppable wave of decline in mainstream Christianity in the UK. It’s hard not to understate how revolutionary this was. We millennials may have been raised as cultural Christians – at a push we can probably recite the Lord’s Prayer and ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’ – but for most of us, we grew up in a world where traditional Christian expectations seemed truly archaic (especially for women), and we comfortably accepted the new thriving multireligious reality. In this and much else, baby boomers were the disruptors, triggering a generational culture war between old and young – and it’s a dynamic that we have been watching on repeat ever since. They started life as its perpetrators, even if they now see themselves as its victims.

Baby boomers are now the elders in most families and arguably have earned the right to reprimand (however politely) anyone younger on how they are doing it all wrong. Such lectures are often peppered with some warped nostalgia of how difficult but how much more fun life used to be – whether it be coal fires or bad food, interest rates or workplace dynamics. Baby boomers, like generations before them, now play the role of society’s sages in families, culture and businesses, and yet this conceals a blatant truth: baby boomers have struggled with a traditional transition into elderhood. The generation who invented youth was never supposed to get old.

Youth culture did not matter before the long 1960s and arguably no other youth culture has mattered to the same degree since. For a long time, if not still, the popular hits played at a wedding, the headliners at a royal celebration or the Pyramid Stage at Glastonbury belong to their era. A young Mick Jagger (an honorary boomer) once asserted: ‘I’d rather be dead than sing “Satisfaction” when I’m forty-five.’4 Well, Mick, you are selling out stadiums in your eighties and still apparently can’t get no satisfaction.

The original youthful generation have inevitably come to redefine old age. Just look at the baby boomer woman’s yearning for contemporary fashion. My 78-year-old mother shops in Zara, whereas when her mother was in her seventies in the 1990s, she continued to dress like a 1950s housewife. Gen X, with their twinning mother–daughter trends, are following the baby boomer lead. We can admire this consumer shift towards a more positive view of ageing, especially for women, but let’s also remember that any greater recognition, representation or appreciation of the older woman by brands is also an economic calculation: this demographic have all the money right now. Look too at how baby boomers and Gen X ape the technological habits of their children – their taking over of Facebook, for instance. This influence is so profound that the Oxford Internet Institute has estimated that by 2070, profiles of the deceased will outnumber profiles of the living on that platform, such is the overwhelming weight of its older members.5 Likewise the way in which baby boomers have embraced and redefined retirement away from golf courses and bridge clubs to adventure travel, entrepreneurship and increasingly a tech-fuelled life. Baby boomers spend as much time on their phones per day as millennials; commissioners at Netflix are now leaning into boomer boxset bingers; older female hosts dominate Airbnb.6 There’s also evidence that this generation is seeing the biggest rise in hospitalisations due to alcohol overconsumption and the greatest surge in sexually transmitted diseases while the abstemious youth are the new puritans.7

Culturally, politically and socially, baby boomers invented the modern world and continue to reinvent themselves in it. They may be today’s conservative force, but in truth, they have always had more in common with their children than they ever did with their parents, the veterans of the Second World War to whom they directed most of their ire. One example of this is changing attitudes towards homosexuality. Two-thirds of people now agree that sex between two adults of the same sex is ‘not wrong at all’, a rise of almost fifty percentage points since the early 1980s, when the question was first asked.8 All this is important because in today’s inheritocracy, it helps if there is a synergy of values between parent and child. The idea is that we get on with them. Most of us aren’t rebelling against our parents, not to the extent they did with theirs at any rate. Most of us do not need to. But more importantly, nor can we afford to.

The Second Rupture: Education

The critical scene in our parents’ story is not the heated campus protests of the 1960s (which were always a minority sport) but the examination halls of English primary schools during the cut-throat era of the 11-plus system. If this generation were defined by a single piece of legislation, it was the 1944 Education Act. The legislation that extended secondary school provision fitted the idealistic spirit of the post-war age, which had also created the NHS.

Based on the 11-plus test result, pupils would be allocated a place at either a grammar school, technical college or secondary modern school. Central government, though, never found the resources to develop enough technical schools; meaning it was largely a two-school system in which you either passed the 11-plus and went to grammar school or failed and went to secondary modern. It was also a postcode lottery; in some areas nearly half went to grammar school whereas in others it was a fraction of that, with girls particularly disadvantaged.

It has been estimated that between 1944 and 1976, 30 million children took the test, and more than 20 million failed.9 Can you imagine a government allowing such a failure rate today? Whether you passed, like my mother, or did not, like my father, this generation were nurtured from a young age on a somewhat curious but ruthless meritocratic ideal. On the one hand, it was social engineering, leading to what public intellectual Richard Hoggart optimistically called a new ‘aristocracy of brains’.10 But it was also confused, not least because the fee-paying private school system prevailed and because the 11-plus awarded places to predominantly middle-class kids. By the late 1950s, its failings were becoming clear. Social and intellectual segregation was reinforcing social division, but it was also disregarding large numbers of pupils, especially children of the increasingly affluent working class. The system was critiqued for rewarding combined privilege: those with money and merit. As we shall see, this is a dynamic that would be repeated in the twenty-first century.

The Labour government eventually threw its weight behind a comprehensive school system; however, it was not nationally enforced – only locally encouraged and took years to take hold. Grammar schools continued to be the barometer of middle-class aspiration and eventually a cause for the meritocratic matriarch Margaret Thatcher. By the time most Gen X and millennials had made their way through school, the 11-plus, although still evident in some areas, ceased to be a generational-defining experience as it had been for the baby boomers.

But what does the education system of the mid-twentieth century have to do with family wealth in the 2020s? Well, firstly, that experience of either passing or failing the 11-plus left an indelible mark on our parents’ generation at a young age; just ask them. It elevated an important chunk of working-class and lower-middle-class baby boomers into the professions who were able to capitalise on multiple opportunities in terms of free training, wages and assets. Many of whom, such as retired teachers, are now living on a pension and in a lifestyle that today’s millennial teachers can only dream of. It also pushed, although not equalised, many women and also high-achieving middle-class children to compete with the privately educated at university and in the professions. But more importantly, the experience of the 11-plus system – the conventional belief in merit, exams and brains – carried into the parenting and educational culture of the 1980s and 1990s. By the end of the century, university would become the central marker of aspirational baby boomer parenting.

There were, of course, many legitimate reasons for the expansion of tertiary education in the twenty-first century, but it is also true that baby boomers, more than any other generation, have a reverential view of formal education. This is especially true for the humanities subjects, which, up until very recently, have always been culturally elevated above STEM (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) subjects in the UK. It is common, for example, for a baby boomer, and even some Gen X graduates, to self-identify through an academic discipline: ‘I’m a Classicist’ or ‘I’m a historian’ they will say, when what they really mean is that they studied the subject at university decades ago. This is not something that a graduate under forty-five would ever say, especially as many more have a second degree – and a first they are still paying for. Not that this reverence is a negative trait; far from it. I remember when I was a university lecturer how many baby boomer mature students I taught on undergraduate, master’s and PhD programmes. Most were there because they had missed out on pursuing this passion early on in their lives; many of whom had failed the 11-plus and saw this as their second chance. They were the most dedicated and committed of all my students.

The culture of elite intellectualism still holds for this generation in a way it doesn’t for younger generations who grew up in a more comprehensive school system and with tech-enabled knowledge at their fingertips. For our parents’ generation, institutionalised education and culture are both markers of social aspiration and civilised citizenship. This is why if you find yourself mid-week at lunchtime in an art gallery, theatre or bookshop, you will notice that it is the baby boomers who are keeping most of these industries and institutions alive right now. And it is not just because they have the time and money; they grew up in a world where education was aspiration and success. As we shall see, our generation – those who have lived through graduate saturation, expensive fees and the diluted power of one salary – have a much more complex relationship with education and qualifications. But perhaps the overriding fact worth remembering, as the historian Peter Mandler has stated, is that ‘most baby boomers’ parents did not go to secondary school … In contrast, the baby boomers themselves all went to secondary school and nearly half of their children have continued in education beyond eighteen.’11 That is an extraordinary leap in educational status across three generations. Whether baby boomers failed the 11-plus or not, they grew up believing that educational meritocracy was as important as homeownership in defining family aspiration and ensuring success – a message their children ingested to the extent that it became almost an expectation.

The Third Rupture: Wealth

When we think about inheritance, our thoughts may immediately leap to our nation’s historic families: its aristocracy and with it their declining influence. Netflix’s Saltburn, Downton Abbey, Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited: there’s a long line of tales of decrepit estates occupied by dysfunctional families in financial turmoil. The landed elite has become one of our great cultural outputs, but it only works because it is predicated on a narrative of decline, and it goes something like this. The British aristocracy experienced a slow death in the twentieth century where a combination of two world wars, expensive divorces, financial mismanagement, political change and some shambolic behaviour led to their gradual erosion, a drying up of their wealth and consequent loss of influence. The stately homes and the family silver were handed over to the National Trust, and over time and in various ways, a more meritocratic and democratic society emerged in Britain.

The central feature of this decline was the growing enforcement of tax and death duties on inherited wealth. By 1946, tax on estates was 75 per cent for amounts worth over £2 million. Between 1910 and 1950, private capital in the UK economy fell from 700 per cent of national income to 250 per cent.12

Today, as we pay our £50 for a family ticket to tour National Trust properties whose landscaped gardens are filled with toddler-friendly adventure parks, dedicated elderly volunteers and cafes selling over-priced Victoria sponge cakes, do we spare a thought for the low-key aristocrats reduced to an apartment in a private wing of their family’s ancestral home? I doubt it.

But perhaps we should. Recently, two researchers from South Bank University, Julien Morton and Matthew Bond, delved into probate data for aristocratic families between 1858 and 2018. They discovered something surprising. Rather than a story of financial ruin, they found that a significant number of aristocratic families – 600 in fact – had seen their wealth grow substantially in recent years. The value of a hereditary title has increased four times since the 1980s and doubled between 2009 and 2019, namely since the financial crisis.13 What was this resurgence of the British aristocracy due to? A new generation of savvy, spirited, entrepreneurial aristocrats taking the reins from
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