
The late wife of Charles, Prince of Wales left a 

sizable estate on her death in 1997. While the 

bulk of the estate went to her two sons, she 

also included a “letter of wishes” that directed 

her executors to give a number of personal 

e�ects to her godchildren. But her two 

executors (her mother and sister) had the letter 

overturned by a court order since it wasn’t 

validly executed.

C elebrity ESTATE PLANNING MISTAKES

DIANA, PRINCESS OF WALES
Estimated Estate Worth: $55 million 

Mistake: “Letter of wishes” not enforceable

When Crichton, author of numerous 

bestsellers, including Jurassic Park, died in 

2008 from cancer, he left behind his 

pregnant wife but failed to update his estate 

documents to include his eventual son. When 

she sued to include her son in the will, 

Crichton’s older daughter opposed the move 

and set o� a public court battle. Eventually a 

judge ruled his unborn son could inherit.

MICHAEL CRICHTON
Estimated Estate Worth: $175 million 

Mistake: Failing to update estate documents 

A tobacco and energy heiress, Duke entrusted her 

wealth to her butler, who was to manage the over 

$1 billion foundation and charity work. Unfortunately, 

it turns out the butler was greedy, using the funds to 

finance a lavish lifestyle at the cost of the charities. 

A rather costly court battle ensued.

DORIS DUKE
Estimated Estate Worth: $1.3 billion 

Mistake: Choosing a bad trustee 

When the King of Rock and Roll died in 1977, 

he didn’t have a proper estate plan in place 

for the $55 million he left for heirs—a 

mistake that proved costly. Taxes and fees 

consumed 73 percent of the estate. 

ELVIS PRESLEY
Estimated Estate Worth: $300 million today 

Mistake: Failing to protect against taxes 

The actor and producer most known for his role as 

mafia man Tony Soprano left about 25 percent of his 

estate to his spouse but the rest to his children, friends, 

and relatives. Failing to take advantage of tax incentives 

for surviving spouses, he exposed his estate to tax 

totaling about 55 percent of his net worth.

JAMES GANDOLFINI
Estimated Estate Worth: $70 million

Mistake: Not planning for tax liabilities

Heath Ledger didn’t update his will after the 

birth of his daughter, Matilda Rose, so when 

he died at age 28, his assets went to his dad 

and sisters, which led to family disharmony 

before an eventual gift of Heath’s entire 

estate by his dad and sisters to Matilda.

HEATH LEDGER
Estimated Estate Worth: $20 million 

Mistake: Failing to update estate documents

Overlooking estate planning basics can leave heirs facing years of court battles 
over taxes and who gets the children.
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We know you may feel overwhelmed by the idea of meeting with an attorney or thinking about a hard subject. Many 
of our client families have felt the same way. What they found was that after they sat down with us to talk about 

estate planning, they were SO glad they did.


