
A legacy contested: Phillippa Cranston Baran l s legal 

battle over brother Toller Cranston l s estate 

 

The importance of estate planning 

Despite the current largest intergenerational wealth transfer in Canadian history, approximately 

50% of Canadians still do not have a will. l This statistic highlights a significant gap in estate 

planning, which can lead to unexpected complications for families when someone passes away—

something Phillippa Cranston Baran knows all too well. 

Phillippa recently sat down with Mike Richard, National Vice President, Guaranteed Wealth 

Solutions, Manulife to share her experience as an executor in a precedent-setting, nine-year legal 

battle over her brother, Toller Cranston’s estate. Toiler is a Canadian icon—Olympic-medal-winning 

figure skater, artist, and author. 

Phillippa noted that while there are many resources available about the duties of an executor with 

checklists and timelines, there is little guidance about what to do when an estate is contested. 

 

When there is no valid will 

On the surface, an executor’s role seems straightforward: locate and deal with the assets, pay the 

bills, and distribute the proceeds of the estate. However, the reality can be much more complex, 

especially when there is no valid will. Toller, who had no spouse or children, did not leave a valid 

will for his estate valued at $6.25 million that included more than 400 original paintings and over 

18,000 items including art pieces and decorative objects. 

At the time of his death in January 2015, Toiler had lived in Mexico for 23 years and resided on a 

large estate property that he owned. It was imperative that his property be maintained and 

prepared for sale. 

But without a valid will, there was no executor, no accessible bank accounts, and nothing could be 

sold until an executor was identified. That where Phillippa came in. Once she was confirmed as the 

executor according to Mexican law, a process that took many months, she put her life on hold to 

take on the daunting task of closing her brother’s estate. 



 

Difficulties of a complex estate 

She faced numerous challenges in managing the estate, including handling the ongoing expenses 

such as taxes, insurance, and overdue bills. There was also a loyal staff of six, some of whom had 

worked for Toller for more than 20 years, who were entitled to immediate severance pay 

amounting to more than $32,000 CAD. Phillippa also had to retrieve art pieces on loan for 

shipment back to Canada, as well as inventory and price the contents of his property for sale. She 

dealt with embassies, bankers, lawyers, insurers, realtors, estate sale experts, property managers, 

gallery owners, clients, packers, shippers, border brokers, customs, and, unfortunately, a few bad 

actors. 

 

Preserving a legacy 

Beyond the financial aspects, Phillippa worked tirelessly to preserve Toller’s legacy and reputation. 

She organized his celebration of life and posthumous exhibition at the Art Gallery of Ontario. She 

deftly managed his art collection, helping to ensure that his name would live on as a symbol of 

artistry and the value of his work would be maintained reassuring collectors their investments 

were secure. 

 

Legal challenges and family strife 

Phillippa also found herself in the midst of a legal battle with her younger brothers who accused 

her of fraud. Despite her meticulous accounting and documentation her brothers, Goldie Cranston 

and Guy Cranston, alleged that she had misused funds from Tollers estate, taken paintings without 

permission, and created false receipts for expenditures. They offered no evidence to support their 

more than 300 objections to how she handled Tollers affairs. 

The resulting litigation was prolonged and contentious — at one point, Phillippa testified on the 

stand for 11 straight days. Ultimately, Superior Court Justice Robert Smith found Goldie and Guys 

fraud allegations to be without merit and their behaviour obstructionist and ordered them to pay 

Phillippa $325,000 in costs. 

"The unfounded allegations of substantial fraud, made by Guy and Goldie against Phillippa, 

constitute reprehensible conduct, " Smith wrote in his decision. "Their conduct merits an award of 

substantial indemnity costs to mark the court's disapproval and to deter others from engaging in 

similar reprehensible conduct."2 

Although Phillippa won her groundbreaking case, it came at a price. The thriving consulting 

business she owns with her husband suffered a steep drop in revenue. They also had to personally 

cover costs exceeding $527 ,000 to close Toller’s estate. And while they eventually recovered 



these funds, it took years. More importantly, it took an emotional toll on them and irreparably 

fractured the Cranston family. 

 

Lessons learned 

In sharing the obstacles of her executor journey and court battle, Phillippa hopes that others can 

learn from the financial, legacy preservation and family challenges she faced and urges Canadians 

to, "Seek professional advice when estate planning, including creating a valid will and other wealth 

transfer strategies. Your wishes will be in writing, and your beneficiaries will thank you." 

Mike Richard added, "Advisors have a key role to play in guiding clients, particularly high-net-

worth clients with complex estates, in estate planning to save executors and families time, 

expense, frustration, and heartache. When there is a plan in place with valid documentation, 

estates can be settled more quickly and easily with minimal disruption to families and loved ones." 

 

Supporting advisors with complex cases 

Talk to your Manulife wholesaler about client cases where we can support you with wealth 

transfer solutions and tax, retirement, or estate planning services. 

 

- FOOTNOTES 

1 Lacking the Will: Half of Canadians say they don't have a last will and testament, including one-in-

five aged 55+ 

2 Brothers of skating legend Toiler Cranston must pay sister $325K in legal costs over estate battle 

CBC News 
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