



































YOU PROBABLY THINK you know
what’s going to happen to your money
and property when you die. You've
got it all figured out: your wife will
inherit everything, and your family will
be well provided for. Maybe you've
even gone so far as to clinch the case by
leaving a note in your safe-deposit box
in which you say, “I hereby leave ev-
erything to my wife,” or, “I give all my
property to my beloved sister.” And
having done that, you're satisfied that
things will work out the way you want
them to.

Unfortunately,
you have a Will.

For regardless of all your notes and
letters, despite what everyone may
know to have been your express desire,
notwithstanding all the verbal testimo-
ny in the world, if you do not have a
Will—a properly drawn Will—you might
as well resign yourself to the fact that
you will have nothing whatsoever to say
about the disposition of your property
once youre dead.

This may sound like an extreme ex-
aggeration, but it’s not; it’s the cold
legal truth. Every year in tens of thou-
sands of cases, millions of dollars by-
pass wives and “beloved sisters” and
end up in the hands of least-favorite
cousins, distant and unknown relatives,
or even total strangers. Additional mil-
lions end up in a tangle of red tape
just because someone failed to get
around to making out his Will.

And it’s not millionaires that we're
considering, or men with complicated
family trees or out-of-the-ordinary fi-
nancial backgrounds. It’s the man who
has nothing extraordinary or remark-
able in his estate who most frequently
ends up leaving his wife high and dry
or inadvertently cutting in a grand-
nephew on what should have been
someone else’s share; the man with a
house and some cash and a life-insur-
ance policy or two and perhaps some
stocks and bonds. He thinks that ev-
erything will take care of itself quite
“naturally” and he shies away frf)m
lawyers and “fancy Wills” as being
totally unnecessary in his case.
~ Joe was one such man. Joe had bqen
married for twenty years, and aside
from his wife he had no dependents:
no children, brothers, sisters, aunts,
uncles, nieces or nephews. So Joe nev-
er bothered to make out a Will; he as-
sumed that everything would pass
quite naturally to his wife. So did she.
So did everybody; everybody, that is,
except Joe’s parents who fluttered into
view after he had died and laid claim
to nearly half the estate. What is more,
they got it!

Joe had never bothered to find out

they won’t—unless

that if he died intestate—without a Will
—his money didn’t go “naturally” to
anyone: the laws of his State would
decree who got what. And under the
laws of intestacy, parents or brothers
or sisters have a claim almost equal
to a wife’s.

Just to hammer home the point that
you don’t know where your money’s
going if you havent got a Will, this
is what happened to the estate of
Harry. Harry was an elderly bachelor
of fairly comfortable means; he had
lived all his life with two sisters who
had no independent income of their
own. Of course, Harry expected that
they would inherit all his money. He
had told everybody this for years and
had made doubly sure by leaving a let-
ter to that effect.

But letters are not Wills. When Har-
ry died, he was adjudged intestate—
with the result that his property ended
up not where Harry wished, but where
the laws of the State of New York ir-
revocably decreed. His sisters only got
a quarter of the estate apiece, two
nephews whose names he didn’t even
know each got one-eighth, and a grand-
nephew whom Harry had never even
heard about got the remaining quarter!

Of course, all of this was completely
avoidable. Joe and Harry could have
left their money exactly as they would
have wished—if they had only taken
the simple precaution of drawing up
a Will. But because they labored un-
der the notion that Wills were high-
powered documents that could have
no relevance to their everyday affairs,
or because they figured they could save
a lawyer’s fee, or for whatever reason,
they managed to undo by their negli-
gence what they had worked hard to
establish in their lifetimes.

And what happened to Joe and Har-
ry happens every day to five or six out
of every ten Americans who die. For
although we are all of us undeniably
mortal, the majority of us persists in
acting as if we would live forever; we
don’t bother to make Wills and more
often than not we leave as our heritage
a complicated mess that cheats those
whom we wished to favor, and favors
comparative strangers to whom we
never gave a thought.

Remember that once you are gone,
there is only one piece of paper that
will have any effect on what you've
left behind—a Will. So unless you have
no one at all in whom you’re interested
—no wife, children, friends, relatives,
pets, institutions, charities or causes—
don’t be so heedless as to die without
a Will. For while it is unfortunately
true that you can’t take it with you, if
you've had the foresight to leave a
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Will, you can at least prevent your
heirs from being “taken.”

But if you're going to have a Will,
be sure you have a valid one. For of
the four or five Americans out of ev-
ery ten who do leave Wills, a goodly
number leave such cockeyed docu-
ments that the courts are forced to
throw up their hands and distribute
the money as if there had been no
Will at all.

Wills, like income taxes, are tricky
things.

Chances are that your Will has to
take care of many more eventualities
than you are now aware of. In that case,
if you think you can draw one unas-
sisted, you are implying that the knowl-
edge you may have picked up in casual
conversations is as good as four years
of law school and the experience of
active legal practice.

And so you may fall into the trap
that got George. He had a legal Will
drawn when he was a young man liv-
ing with his mother and in his Will
he left all his worldly goods to her.
Then when he got married George
thought he’d save a legal fee; he took
his old Will to a public stenographer
and told her to copy it exactly except
to put in his wife’s name wherever his
mother’s had appeared. Having done
that, he had the new Will witnessed
properly and put away; when he went
home that night he said to his wife,
“Honey, if anything happens to me,
you're fully protected.”

Shortly thereafter, George and his
wife had their first child and a few
months later something did happen to
George. Was his wife fully protected?
She was not. That newborn child—un-
mentioned in his Will—got two-thirds
of George's estate, wrapped up in a
guardianship that had to be admin-
istered for the infant’s benefit alone
until it reached the age of 21. By the
time George’s wife had sold out hey
husband’s business for less than its
going worth, she was anything but
comfortably off.

George saved a legal fee, all right,
but he cost his wife the use of two-
thirds of his estate—just because he
didn’t call in a lawyer to draw his Will
and allow for the contingency of an
“afterborn” child.

But George, even so, was smarter
than many; at least he had a Will that
was properly drawn and witnessed.
Most home-grown would-be lawyers try
to write their own Wills in longhand—
so-called holographic Wills—and put
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