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If you've ever wondered how something that began as a tax on the rich ended up

punishing ordinary families, you only need to look at the history of inheritance tax.

It's a story that starts with noble intentions — and ends, as so many government
stories do, with broken promises and permanent policies that were never meant to

last.

How It All Started

Inheritance Tax, or rather its first incarnation, was introduced back in 1894 under the

Liberal Chancellor Sir William Harcourt. At the time, it was called Estate Duty.

The goal sounded reasonable enough: to make the wealthy landowners — the
aristocrats, the dukes, and the old-money families who owned half of Britain — pay a

little back to society when they passed on their vast estates.

Britain was still deeply class-divided. Enormous estates and country houses were
being handed down through generations without the Treasury seeing a penny. So
Estate Duty was marketed as a tax on privilege. A fair way, supposedly, to balance the
scales.

And the public accepted it — because it didn’t affect them. It was aimed squarely at
the elite.

But here’s where it all started to go wrong. Once the government discovered how
easy it was to raise money from the dead, they realised they'd stumbled upon a

goldmine.

Once a Government Gets Used to Tax,
It Never Lets Go

There'’s a rule that's as reliable as sunrise: once a tax is introduced, it never truly

disappears.

Inheritance Tax: The Longest-Living “Temporary” Tax in British History



Governments fall in love with
revenue. It becomes a habit — an
addiction, even. Once they get used to
that extra stream of money, they can’t
imagine life without it.

It's no different to human nature.
Think about your own life: once
you’ve grown accustomed to a certain
lifestyle, it's hard to go back. You
upgrade your car, your home, your
holidays — and even if times get
tough, you’ll cut corners elsewhere
before you give up the things you've

become used to.
The government works the same way.

When Estate Duty started pouring in,
it was supposed to be a small,
temporary tax on the rich. But as
revenue rolled in, the Treasury

realised it was “nice to have.”

And like all “nice to haves,” it quietly

became essential.

Inheritance Tax: The Longest-Living “Temporary” Tax in British History
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