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Should we retire in our 40s?
discuss:

wo years ago, I made 

some radical changes to 

my life. Until that point, 

I’d conformed to the ‘normal’ path 

prescribed by society. I’d graduated 

from university, got a good job and 

clawed my way on to the property 

ladder. Everything was apparently 

going to plan. Apart from one thing: 

I was miserable. 

I was stuck in a corporate 

world where I veered between 

being stressed and bored. I had a 

nightmare commute and lived for 

the weekends. At the age of 29, I’d 

begun to wonder whether this was 

what I really wanted. 

It wasn’t. So I upped sticks and 

moved to Vancouver, Canada, where 

my skill-set meant I could start anew 

as a freelance copywriter. I’m thrifty, 

so I had enough money saved to 

act as a buffer while I drummed up 

business, and my flat back in Britain, 

now rented out, would provide an 

additional source of income. Thanks 

to setting myself up financially in my 

20s, I had the security to pursue the 

life I really wanted for myself.

It turns out I’d inadvertently 

subscribed to the FIRE movement – a 

growing trend based on the premise 

‘Financial Investment, Retire Early’. 

The idea is to work hard during your 

20s, living frugally and squirreling 

away as much money as possible, 

and that, the theory has it, will allow 

you to retire in your 40s – or even 

your 30s, at a push. Imagine retiring 

at 30 – it’s the dream. Or is it?

The average life expectancy in the 

UK is 81. If you retire at 30, that 

means 51 years to fund. Even with a 

large nest egg, your savings will have 

to be eked out over five decades. No 

blowing the budget on all the usual 

retirement luxuries, such as holidays, 

hobbies and spoiling the grand kids. 

And then there are the benefits 

of work. It helps us stay physically 
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and mentally active for longer, and, 

for many of us, it’s central to our 

identity. After all, whenever we make  

a new acquaintance, the question  

of what we ‘do’ inevitably arises.  

It’s embarrassing to have to reply, 

‘Er, nothing, actually’. 

Given our social norms, wanting 

to give up work before middle age 

also sounds suspiciously lazy. My 

grandfather worked at the same 

company for 30 years. He paid into 

his pension and retired at 65 to enjoy 

a modest but comfortable life. He 

was loyal, hard-working and honest 

– he epitomised traditional values. 

But the thing about my grandfather 

is this: he didn’t have a choice.   

I do. The world is different now, and 

attitudes towards work are not as 

linear as they once were. 

Ultimately, that’s what the FIRE 

movement is all about. The concept of 

‘retiring early’ is a bit of a misnomer. 

It’s much more nuanced than that. 

We millennials aren’t all workshy. 

And we’re not all conjuring up ways 

to remain on an eternal gap year 

either. Rather, we want to have the  

financial freedom to follow our 

passions – which, in my case, include 

outdoor adventure. 

I’m now 31, and I’ve no intention 

of retiring any time soon. But when 

there’s a fresh fall of snow on a 

Monday morning, I head to the hills 

to ski, not to my desk. 

If you ask me, work is good for 

you. But not at the expense of your 

happiness. If you’re dissatisfied at 

work (and a 2018 poll reported that 

one in three of us is), there’s nothing 

wrong with exploring an alternative 

approach to career and retirement. 

And that, I can assure you, is quite a 

liberating experience. 
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