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  Introduction


  We struck up a friendship over thirty years ago. With Lisette quite tall and Wies quite small, with Wies being a mother of two and Lisette a mere aunt, we look very different and have shaped our lives differently. Yet, time and again we’ve come to the conclusion that the two of us are remarkably similar.


  We’re both eldest daughters. That this position within our families has shaped us both to a large degree has been a stunning discovery. Since we began to look at our similarities through the eldest-daughter lens, we have become aware of underlying patterns in our lives that we share with millions of other eldest daughters in the world. Thus the idea arose to dive into our particular birth order position and write a book together on the effect of this specific position within the family. Although there is growing interest in the lifelong effects of your place in the family, as far as we know, this is a first: a book for eldest daughters by eldest daughters.


  We boldly state that eldest daughters resemble one another. That we are alike in so many aspects that we resemble each other more than we do our own siblings. Of course, in many ways we are each different and unique, but still we dare say that eldest daughters are one of a kind.


  With this book we want to celebrate our birth position and show how wonderfully close we eldest daughters are to one another. We aim to shed light on the patterns that we share in our thinking, feeling and doing. These patterns run deep as they stem from the period when we were the only child; with our parents admiring our every move, many of us have felt like a little queen, but then, all of a sudden, a sibling was born and we fell from our throne: from one minute to the next we became the eldest.


  The Eldest Daughter Day


  To start our research off we organized a day exclusively for eldest daughters. Over one hundred women of all ages attended this Eldest Daughter Day in Amsterdam, the Netherlands in March 2014. We had envisioned that women who had never met before would recognize one another as if they were at a school reunion and that is exactly what happened. As soon as they fell into animated conversations while hanging up their coats, we knew something special was afoot. In the workshops that we had designed for facts and stories to surface, they talked as if there was no tomorrow. They opened up to each other and to us, as researchers, as if we had known each other all our lives. In a way we had. In sharing what the effects on their lives had been of the role that they, as the eldest daughter, fulfilled and continued to fulfil, all of us were moved by these unexpected levels of recognition.


  In the weeks and months that followed we immersed ourselves in the invaluable information that we had gathered on this one day. We followed the steps of Grounded Theory, the method also used by the professor, bestselling author and yes, eldest daughter Brené Brown. This relatively new way of working systematically with qualitative data wants you not to have a hypothesis that you go out and find evidence for, but to do exactly the opposite: you start with as much of a clean slate as possible.


  The underlying idea is that the fewer assumptions and pre-stated theories you have, the more open you will be to what people are going to say about the topic of research. The method predicts that when you categorize the conversations and order your findings, you will start to see patterns. You will discover storylines that present themselves over and over again. These lines and patterns, rising out of people’s daily life experiences, will be the basis of your theory. The theory that you build from the ground up can then be tested and supported with information gathered from the available literature and research by others.


  So day after day we gazed at the long lists of subjects from the eldest daughters’ lives that we had distilled from the stories they had shared with us. What patterns could we detect? We arranged and rearranged our material, until one day a coherent image started to present itself. Just like the method said it would. Suddenly we saw what had been staring us in the face all along: time and again we ran into five major qualities that eldest daughters all described to some degree and that siblings often named when referring to their eldest sister. Once we had these big five qualities down, the rest all started to fall into place. That is why the five major qualities that are typical for firstborn women form the core of this book.


  We then went on to complement our own research with what we found in literature and online sources. We avidly combed through books by the growing number of psychologists who acknowledge the influence of birth order. We found research by academics who, sometimes begrudgingly, had concluded from their data that birth order does indeed have an effect on – for instance – intelligence. We read autobiographies of eldest daughters who had made their way in the world with the unmistakable qualities we all share. We tested what we found on ourselves, other eldest daughters, books by well-respected psychologists and all the other data that we had gathered, until we had a clear picture.


  Broad strokes


  Obviously there is no one single factor that, to the exclusion of all others, drives the course of a person’s life. Where you were born determines whether your staple food is bread or chapattis, pasta or rice. In which era you enter this world marks whether you wear a gown or blue jeans. Who your parents are, what they have been through in their lives, the unique combination of their genes and your character – all of this has a part to play in how you turn out. However, in psychology up until recently the influence of your particular place within your birth family has not been given the attention we feel it deserves.


  Our experience is that birth order merits further research. Again and again we noticed what an eye-opener it was for eldest daughters to find out that certain qualities are not as individual as they had tended to think. An extraordinary sense of responsibility, a tendency to take the lead, a fear of making mistakes, being hit hard by criticism, and caring for others to the point of exhaustion – these are all qualities that eldest daughters typically display. Many eldest daughters grow into hands-on, caring, dutiful women because these traits were fostered in them as firstborns.


  Once you begin to see the pattern in the characteristics that eldest daughters share, you may start to feel a sense of liberation. As is the case with any form of increased self-knowledge, you will find that a growing awareness of the patterns that underlie your behaviour gives you a choice. When you understand why you’ve always wanted to get everything right all the time, this insight can help you to better manage future occasions when your tendency towards perfectionism arises.


  Now you can consciously determine your action and choose whether you wish to apply this quality or not, instead of just responding to what happens. Once you realize why it is that you always feel responsible for all and sundry, you can start to allow yourself to hold back so you are not forever the one who makes the reservations for the family dinner, buys the collective present or picks up sweet old Auntie Sue. You’ll learn that it is OK if you go back on what you had implied you would do. You’ll find the world does not end when you act without having gone out of your way to obtain permission from all involved.


  As authors, we have benefitted greatly from the insights we have gained in researching and writing this book. There is no doubt in our minds that the more you deepen your insight into the patterns of the eldest-daughter paradigm, the freer you will start to feel. You will no longer need to be scared, as Lisette has been ever since she can remember, that people invariably expect too much and once they get to know you, they’ll be disappointed and will want to get rid of you. Nor do you need to be anxious like Wies, who tended to think that all she had accomplished up to now didn’t really account for much, that she needed to push herself even harder to make sure people could see who she is.


  Once you see the patterns, you’ll find, as we did, that people are on to us big time. In movies and books a woman only needs to be portrayed as somewhat thoughtful and astute and the message is clear: she is the eldest. In conversations with women and men during the year of our research many had a clear image of the eldest daughter: ‘the dutiful one who wants to take care of everybody’ was a description many gave without much prompting. ‘The one who feels perpetually responsible for everyone and everything’ was another one that often came up. While we like to think that each and every one of us is unique, we do also live our lives according to patterns.


  Helpful insights


  We wrote this book primarily for eldest daughters. Many of those we spoke to in the course of our research have let us know how helpful the insights into the patterns we shared have been to them. ‘So that is why I usually take the lead without really meaning to,’ more than one of them sighed. Others said: ‘People tell me that I hold myself to high standards and I’ve never really understood what they meant. Now I begin to see why I’ve always felt I have to do my utmost.’ With great honesty some of them shared: ‘I sometimes feel jealous of my youngest sister, who takes life so much more in her stride than I do. Now that we are both adults I can still marvel at the ease with which she talks to people, makes friends and approaches life in general. I wish I had more of her flair.’


  This book is, however, not only for eldest daughters. Maybe you are not a firstborn but, after one or more boys, you are the first daughter in your family. Women with an older brother often offered the same comment: ‘He doesn’t do it.’ They would nod at us, implying that we would surely understand what they meant. We did. We understood that yes, he had been the first to go to school and he had paved the way for them in the areas of pocket money and coming home late. Also it had certainly been an advantage to get to know boys through him; but now that their aging mother needs more care, he is nowhere to be seen. ‘Functional eldest daughter’ is the technical term for the younger sister, who jumps into the gap he leaves and takes responsibility. These women have not, like real eldest daughters, had to take the first step in virtually everything, but many of them still end up taking responsibility for the well-being of the family and they do this brilliantly.


  Maybe you are mother to an eldest daughter and you would love to have more insight into her inner life. What is the reason that she feels, or felt, so responsible at such a young age? Why is she so thoughtful and what makes her want to drill her younger sisters or brothers in the way she thinks is right? You might have an older sister, a colleague who is the eldest, a boss, a partner or a friend who you have never fully been able to make out and who you will understand better through the patterns we describe.


  How this book is set up


  We begin at the beginning; the first four chapters deal mainly with the past. We describe the time for which the eldest was the only child and the important impact of these first years alone with her parents. Then we look at when number two arrives and suddenly the only child needs to adapt to being the eldest. The conclusions we as little girls draw from that event are formative for the way we will develop ourselves from now on. You will see the pitfalls for the eldest daughter and the qualities we cultivate on the basis of the new family constellation.


  In chapter five we present the five major qualities that we have found in eldest daughters. Each of us forges a unique combination of these five traits, but the same potential patterns run in all of us.


  The danger of wanting to be perfect is inherent and so we gave this paralyzing predicament a chapter of its own, chapter six. In chapters seven to eleven we show how eldest daughters find their way in the world with the qualities they have developed in their youth. We shed light on the five major life areas: friendship, work, love, your own eldest daughter and your ongoing relationship with the others you grew up with.


  At the back of the book you will find four of the exercises we used to conduct our research during the Eldest Daughter Day. You can do these exercises by yourself or with others. For those who want to delve deeper we have included a bibliography with short descriptions of what each book offers. Finally, you will find a test that allows you to gauge your insight into the effects and typical qualities of each place in the birth order.


  Writing this book has taught us a lot and that is why we don’t leave ourselves out of the equation. Each chapter begins with a glance into the life of one of us. To be honest, seeing how predictable our feelings and thoughts as eldest daughters are has at times been challenging; we don’t think we’re alone in wanting to be unique! However, when all is said and done, it is liberating to realize that all eldest daughters go through more or less the same experiences and draw more or less the same conclusions: ‘If only I am sweet and good enough, they’ll let me stay’ or something along those lines. Once we acknowledge that this birth position offers a particular human experience, we can move beyond the reactive patterns and be who we truly are.


  We have illustrated the text with quotes from eldest daughters of some fortune and fame, because with this book we want to encourage eldest daughters young and old. Yes, we are bossy at times, we tend to take things overly serious, we work too hard or doubt our own abilities too much, but we are also pillars of strength, faithful friends, hands-on helpers, enterprising organizers and caring colleagues, bosses, daughters and partners. Even if we ourselves may have a hard time believing it, we are women who people can count on.


  1


  A little queen


  …


  WIES When I was about eight years old, I had a girlfriend who was already ten. I adored her, not least because she had an older brother. In my eyes this offered numerous advantages. For one, my friend’s parents allowed her to go to the fair in the evening when it was dark, because her brother would be with her. She was kind enough to ask him if it would be all right if I tagged along. He said yes. I was over the moon. I ran to my father to announce this wonderful news. He said no. Going to the fair in the dark? That would have to wait until I was older. To his mind – and he was probably right – the fact that the two of us would be accompanied by the older brother was no guarantee of my safety whatsoever. If I had my heart set on going to the fair I could do so during the day in the company of a grown-up.


  On no other occasion have I been so furious with my father. I cannot recall being in that state of agitation before or after this incident and I have never felt this rebellious again. Totally incongruently with my normal character, I sought revenge. Though I have no recollection of the action itself, I vividly remember my father’s reaction when he discovered that I had taken my felt-tip pens and coloured in part of the wallpaper in the living room. He was livid.


  Now, my father was a calm, friendly and kind-hearted man who gave my younger sister and me lots of leeway. I cannot recall him exploding from anger ever before, so when he did, it felt to me as if the world was coming to an end. I had done something completely out of character. I had not been my usual good and obedient self. I had gone into all-out resistance as if I were a spoilt princess denied the fulfilment of a silly wish. This irked my father, because if there was anything that he disliked deeply, it was children with a pout. Sulking was not an option in our home – at least to the extent that my father could have his way; with three women in the house the occasional pout proved inevitable.


  The incident with the felt-tip pens is etched in my memory. For a long time I assumed I had been so shocked because my father was hardly ever cross with us; I wasn’t accustomed to outrage. Of course, his outburst had frightened me out of my wits. I always thought that was why this particular incident has stayed with me for so long – my sister generally remembers much more of our younger years, while I have forgotten a lot. Now, however, I am inclined to think that this event made such a lasting impression because I suddenly understood what happened when I did not fulfil my eldest-daughter role. I had experience of my father being annoyed with others. He could, for instance, become highly irritated with politicians with whom he disagreed or bad service in a restaurant. He just had never been angry with me before.


  I now realize that I never gave him reason to be. In order to secure my place as the queen within the family I had from a young age assumed the role of the responsible and caring eldest. I saw how happy I could make my parents by behaving in this way, which in turn made me feel appreciated. It was a good arrangement for all of us. Being the eldest and the wisest was the assignment my father had given me. In general, I stuck to that, until the fateful day that I wanted to go to the fair.


  Undivided attention


  In one fell swoop your birth has turned the life of your parents upside down. However many stories they have heard about having children, however many books they have read on the subject, it is just like life itself: experience is the only way you can truly find out how it is. There you are, their first child. You are a miracle to your new-minted parents, your single mother or your adoptive family. All their attention goes on you, you and nothing else. You only have to heave a little sigh and they run over to your cot. Your every smile and every movement is recorded in pictures and videos, shared and written about. As soon as you start to cry, they prick up their ears. Does she need a clean nappy? Is she hungry? Thus two super-loving adults are continually busy keeping their newborn happy.


  Once you are a toddler, all their time is devoted to you. They read aloud to you a lot, build countless Lego castles, curtains are embroidered with a whole zoo, brand-new ergonomically tested highchairs bought, and the number of pictures taken of you keeps growing by the day. Every action you perform, however insignificant, is greeted with applause from those around you. Your first incomprehensible drawing, your first unintelligible words. Strangely, everyone in the family, your father, mother, grandparents, all seem to have been a witness to your first unaided step, even if they were not all sitting together at the time of this momentous event.


  Rules of your own


  As the firstborn you have specific ideas about what you like and don’t like and you soon learn how to communicate your preferences to all concerned. No, you would rather not lie in your cot by yourself. So you cry loudly when they leave you there and they will take you back to the living room with them. You like to drink from the blue cup and not the red one. You like green apples better than yellow ones, skirts better than trousers. For the time being your parents are willing to move heaven and earth for you. So you get accustomed to having things your way.


  ‘Before Louis came into my life, I had no idea what love was. I had no idea what lack of sleep was. I had no idea what milestones felt like.’


  — SANDRA BULLOCK in The Daily Mail


  From the moment of conception, your father and mother are first-timers in all they experience. This, of course, also goes for single parents. They are all embarking on something that is completely new to them. Something that will never be repeated in exactly the same way, however many children they may have together later. Now they are full of expectancy, which started long before you were born. First they kept the big secret between themselves. Gradually they divulged it to people close to them. The pregnancy is exciting, as is the delivery – and then, to top it all, there you are. You are all they could have ever imagined and at the same time there is no way in which you resemble what they had fantasized about.


  The only thing they know in their bones is that they will protect you for ever. Just this question remains wide open: how are they going to go about that? All of a sudden they are not just a couple in love, each with their own names, but they have acquired an extra name: now they are ‘Mummy’ and ‘Daddy’. Once you start to mumble your first words, they even surprise themselves by referring to each other that way. Through you they learn by doing what it takes to take care of a newborn baby. Or as the psychologist and bestselling author Dr Kevin Leman writes to his eldest daughter in the dedication of his book The F1rstborn Advantage: ‘As new, excited parents we made all the mistakes. Yes, we admit we practiced on you. You, our firstborn, were our guinea pig.’


  First love


  New parents live and learn. The brand-new father and mother adore you and at the same time they are full of questions and insecurities. They have never had to deal with this sort of thing before and you don’t come with an instruction manual. Did that red spot on your cheek appear overnight or did you already have it? Are you eating enough, getting enough sleep? Would it be bad if she just came into bed with us again, they ask one another. These are just practicalities. What to think of all the feelings you as their firstborn elicit? How does your mother see you? Did she have doting parents or is this her chance to give to you what she never received herself? Is your father someone who shows his emotions easily or does he shy away from physical contact and signal his love for you in other ways? Whatever your parents’ styles, it all has a great impact on you. Parents tend to see themselves in their children, especially with their first child. This might even result in some squabbling over your cot when tactless mothers-in-law claim you as a spitting image of others in their family.


  A first child is like a first love, say therapist Ronald and journalist Lois Richardson in their co-authored book Birth Order & You. So special. So unexpectedly, unreservedly fulfilling. So intense. So scary as well. Your birth made your parents into parents. All their attention in that first period goes on you and you alone. Your parents, your grandparents and other members of the family cannot get enough of you. Everything you do, learn and master is extraordinary.


  The pressure on your parents to get everything right is huge. Your mother is still recuperating from her first delivery, which is no small feat in itself, and in those first weeks hormones rule; a visit to the health centre when your growth is shown to be a bit less than average might completely defeat her. Your father loves you to bits but he must also deal with the fact that your mother has eyes only for you. Those first, bumpy experiences make parenthood seem so much more complex than it had seemed in theory.


  ‘The world revolves around the sun. That’s odd. I thought it revolved around me.’


  — LUCY VAN PELT, eldest daughter character in Peanuts by Charles M. Schulz


  Experts in the field of family relations point out how much new parents bring to their parenting from the way they themselves were raised. As a parent, certain habits that were common in your own family may be so familiar that you don’t even notice you have them. When the two halves of a couple have had very different upbringings, then obviously they will have some work to do to find a balance in their new life with you. This may express itself in decisions as simple as whether it is good for you to have the window open or closed while you sleep; whether you are to be picked up at your first little cry or be left to your own devices for a bit; whether you need a change of clothes after you’ve spilled your food or can toddle around with a stain on your shoulder. (The latter may go for the parents as well). Your father may secretly have dreamt of a son, even if only because gender-wise that would be more familiar to him. All of a sudden he needs to adjust the image that he had formed in his mind.


  Some psychologists, mostly female ones, state that women in their heart of hearts prefer their first baby to be a girl so that they themselves are in a way reborn. ‘This reflects the eternal longing for a new beginning. To be able to make a fresh start on a clean slate,’ is how Dutch psychologist and author of a handbook about developmental psychology Rita Kohnstamm describes this. The fact that some pregnant women would rather their firstborn be a girl has a lot to do with what is recognizable: they know a girl’s body from the inside out.


  Newborn parents


  The birth is not just yours. The world acquires a newborn father and mother as well. It goes without saying that this will have an impact on their relationship. However good or unstable they are together, your arrival means a lot to both of them. Consciously or unconsciously, your mother may have certain expectations of your father as a partner, which may or may not come true. He may prove to be a much more engaged parent than her own father ever was. Not assuming that, though, she has already engaged her own mother to help her and the fresh father is disappointed when denied the opportunity to do certain tasks.


  Or your mother may have firmly intended to go back to work immediately after your birth, but now that you are here, she finds she just wants to stay at home and potter around with you. How does she deal with that? How strong is the love between your parents? Do they help and support one another; can they agree on how they want to raise you? Have they assumed they had more or less the same views on life, only to find there are many issues that they now need to address? Everyone who is a parent knows that children completely reshuffle the relationship.


  The average age at which a woman in Greece has her first child is over thirty-one, which makes them the oldest first-time mothers in the world. Australia, South Korea, Japan, Italy and Switzerland follow with an average age of thirty. Canada comes in at twenty-third place with an average first birth age of twenty-eight, while the average age in New Zealand, the United Kingdom and Israel stands at twenty-seven. In Ukraine, Sri Lanka and the United States the average goes down to twenty-five, while many African countries have an average age of eighteen for a first pregnancy. The ages of your parents will certainly have an influence on you as the firstborn. One could say: the more life experience, the better. There is no denying that your younger siblings will have had the benefit of ‘wiser’ parents who knew the ropes thanks to you, their little queen.


  High expectations


  Parents who first assume the role of educator are generally found to harbour unrealistically high expectations. They wish to be perfect at their new trade and to turn you into a perfect human specimen. For convenience’s sake they temporarily forget that such people do not exist. Everyone is marked by their parents, who weren’t perfect either. As the eldest daughter you are the one through whom your parents are discovering a lot not only about raising a child but also about themselves.


  Things that, of course, escape your attention as an innocent newborn lying babbling happily in your bouncer. You bask in the undivided attention that is showered upon you. You know precisely how to make Mummy laugh and how to twist your dad around your little finger. You are the one who keeps them on their toes, as you constantly present them with new challenges. They have just grown accustomed to a baby that lies quietly on the bed, when you discover what fun it is to turn over… They need another pair of hands and eyes. They exert themselves finding ways to please you. You are their first, their only child, the sun that all planets revolve around. Nothing needs to change – if it were up to you.


  IN BRIEF


  •Eldest daughters are the ones who make their parents into parents.


  •As the eldest, you enjoy undivided attention for everything you do.


  •Your parents wish to get ‘it’ right and feel insecure because you are a first for them.


  •Parents bring their own education with them.


  •Parents often have unrealistically high expectations of their firstborn.


  2


  A solid basis


  …


  LISETTE For hours on end, heads close together, my best friend Lineke and I sat poring over the atlas. I dearly wanted to avoid getting another bad mark for my geographic knowledge of my home country, the Netherlands. Why I was so bad at this subject remained a mystery to me because I really paid attention in class, I couldn’t sleep if I had not finished my homework and I knew all the names of the major conglomerations of our country by heart. Yet it went wrong time and again. When the teacher pointed his long wooden stick to one city on the big blank map that he had hung at the front of the classroom, I wrote down the name of a town at the other end of the province. I didn’t confuse Amsterdam, Rotterdam and the Hague, but pretty much any city smaller in size I just could not identify.


  Worried after I had come home crying hot tears about my next bad mark, my mother went to see him. The teacher couldn’t help but laugh at how highly protective she was as she stood up for her eldest. Still, he had to concede he was as puzzled as she was: I had a good memory, I did my best, so it was an enigma to both of them that I couldn’t seem to master geography. The subject remained a source of stress and sadness for me, until the school doctor came to inspect us on her periodic visit. This formidable woman saved the day: I was nearsighted. I needed glasses.


  I was ten, it was 1964 and the choice in spectacle frames was minimal, especially for children. When I got my first set of glasses, the only question was whether I preferred a blue or a red band on the upper part of the frame. I chose the blue as I wanted my glasses to be as inconspicuous as possible. It was bad enough that I needed them in the first place. I was already wearing braces; apparently I had not come into this world flawless, I thought not without shame. I felt sorry for my parents that they had an imperfect daughter who needed so much augmentation. That was surely not how they had imagined me to be.


  These corrective devices also emphasized the difference between me and my brother and sister, who needed none at all. They outflanked me socially as, in contrast to me, they made friends easily. Whenever someone in her class had a birthday, my younger sister (by four years) was always invited to go along and celebrate. My brother (two years my junior) horsed about in the schoolyard with boys from the highest grade. They knew everyone at the school and everyone knew them, while I was a shy and serious child with braces, glasses and one best friend.


  Later that year the same primary-school teacher picked me for such an honour that I could hardly believe my luck. A Finnish girl who did not speak a word of Dutch had appeared in our class one day. She had moved to the Netherlands with her mother. For love’s sake, we giggled among ourselves. Such an adventure was unheard of at that time in the proper little suburb where I grew up – or at least as far as we ten-yearolds knew. Alternating with two other girls, I was asked to teach Maaret our lovely language. Henriëtte and Ingrid ranked as the undisputed top students in our class. They got high marks in every subject, whereas I only scored high in the language department. That I was now grouped with them –I was proud as a peacock.


  We took turns sitting at the back of the classroom for an hour to whisper with the Finnish girl while the rest went through the normal routine. The mere assumption that I would easily recoup that hour worked miracles for my self-esteem. I have a clear memory of once jumping around the classroom like a frog to show Maaret the animal that was the main subject of the story we were reading. The teacher raised his eyebrows. Did I have to be so demonstrative? As I recall, I gave him an obnoxious look. How else could I make this clear? Maybe this incident stuck in my memory because for once I broke out of my good girl guise. Being good at languages saved me. Much like the prince
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