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Adoption: An Introduction to the US Edition

I was about five when I learned I’d been adopted. Ever since, I’ve had a version of the event – and the condition – at the back of my mind. There were times when my curious status intrigued me, others when it seemed like an advantage in life, others still when it seemed to complicate my world unduly. From my twenties on, I’d thought often about looking into the family I hadn’t known, but as the years went by I was convinced that, having failed to get round to it, I never meant to do so.

Adoption is more than a story about the fate of obscure mothers and absent fathers, or resettled children and the lives they go on to lead. The bigger the picture, to my way of thinking, the better. I was discouraged by the idea of turning up a few meagre pieces of the past – other people’s past – that couldn’t be matched to any larger picture of the way a society thinks about parents and children and how this changes over time. Beliefs I held about blood and kinship added to my inertia: it wasn’t obvious to me that the blood tie mattered. I liked to think that if families worked, it was because they’d gone about inventing themselves in the right way, which was largely a question of luck. Mostly, I still feel that.

Even so, something changed over the years. I became easier with the idea of retrieving a handful of fragments and looking at them in their own right. I was more eager to fill what I thought was a blank in the record by trying to find out who my natural mother had been. Then there were my own children: it seemed right to establish something on their account. I’d had an unusual itinerary in the first weeks of my life, and if it could be retraced for them, it would show that people were joined up, and separated, in all sorts of ways. Kinship as blood: this must have begun to make some sort of sense to me.

I started the investigation at the end of the 1990s with a few legal formalities and continued intermittently while I was still living in London. All the early lines of inquiry seemed to link my natural mother to the capital. Then I moved to France and didn’t get back to England much. But a few years ago I booked in for three or four weeks with friends in London – it was a rain-logged, dreary winter – and set about trying to establish something hard and fast about my natural family. I was by now in my fifties and both my adoptive parents were dead.

Mother Country is largely the account of those two periods. The first desultory phase, interrupted by a move overseas, and the second, a hectic tumble through London several years later, when strange parts of the puzzle began to appear. I say a lot in this book about my adoptive family. Partly that’s because I owed many of my early fancies about my natural mother to what my adoptive mother had told me. Partly because those odds and ends were most of what I had to go on. But in the course of looking for information about my natural family I stumbled onto many things I hadn’t known about the one I’d grown up with. Maybe that was the hidden plan – to find out more about my adoptive family. Hidden from myself, I mean.

A search of this sort is meant to be methodical, but there’s bound to be madness in the method, however hard you mean to keep it out. I’ve tried to give a sense of the spectral realms you enter when you’re looking for people you don’t know, with whom you have a tenuous connection, and about whom there’s almost nothing in the way of hard fact. Wild conjecture is always ready to plug the gaps or lead to comic misunderstandings. Adoption has plenty of those. Meanwhile the people you grew up with – the ones you thought you knew – clamber their way out of the past, asking to be revisited or even addressed. What are we to say to the dead? That we might have loved them better?

I’ve tried to tell a story: this is not a campaigning book. Nevertheless it’s a powerful illustration of what can happen when an adopted person, whose birth certificate shows only the names of the adoptive parents, exercises a legal right to see the original birth certificate – a right extended to every adoptee in England and Wales but denied to their US counterparts in all but a handful of states. I’ve alluded to the laws in Britain in this book, but with the persistence of sealed adoption records in the US, where there may be as many as six million adoptees, I’m inclined to say something about the politics of secrecy.

Adoption has preoccupied state lawmakers since the middle of the nineteenth century. In 1851, when the Massachusetts state legislature deliberated what was best for children whose parents wouldn’t or couldn’t keep them, adoption and fostering were rough and ready processes. In 1854, the New York Children’s Aid Society began ferrying poor children west from New York on ‘orphan trains’: interested takers would make their way to rail stations where they could see the arrivals on show and offer them placements. Many were put to work on farms in the Midwest. The orphan trains ran until the end of the 1920s, taking a quarter of a million young people out of the big eastern cities. In that period, agencies and intermediaries sprang up to refine the process of ‘matching’ and a new category of professional care worker appeared.

Cynicism and generosity; child labour and the labour of love; the need to uphold a distinction between natural and acquired children in the matter of family inheritance, and the egalitarian wish to do away with that distinction. These tensions were quick to emerge in the life cycle of American adoption, and though discretion had an important role to play, there was no rush to sweep away all traces of an adoptee’s origin. Indeed, it’s remarkable how recently the barriers of silence went up, on both sides of the Atlantic. In Britain, the process began in earnest with the Adoption of Children Act in 1949, but then, after 1975, it began slowly to reverse, via a sequence of laws and secondary legislation that culminated in the Adoption and Children Act of 2002. Nowadays, for the parties to an adoption in the UK, secrecy is no longer a basic premise, even if the wish for privacy is respected under the law. Erring too far on the side of caution was a short-lived approach in Britain, lasting barely half a century. In the US, too, barred access and sealed records are relatively new. In both countries they coincided with high numbers of illegitimate births during the Second World War.

Jean Paton, a great believer in open records, applied to a probate court in Detroit for access to her original birth certificate in 1942. Her application was successful. Paton was by then in her thirties, having grown up in Michigan, where she was adopted twice before she reached the age of three. When she went back to review the court record in the 1950s, she was told she would have to ‘see the judge about that’. She was lucky, having already set eyes on the court papers years earlier, before they were sealed. She met up with her ‘first mother’ in 1955 and in 1962 founded Orphan Voyage, a support and search network for natural family members trying to trace one another.

What happened in the late 1940s and 1950s was a steady shift from confidentiality towards secrecy. Confidentiality, much favoured by social workers in the 1930s, meant that adoption agencies and law courts would make evidence available to concerned parties who wished to see it. The old birth certificate with the name of the biological mother was put away and a new one issued for the adoptee: the public could not access the old one and in many states neither could the natural parents, but on reaching the age of majority adoptees could see it if they chose to. By the 1950s, however, adoption agencies and courts were sealing their records and during the 1960s and 1970s, a majority of states prohibited access to the original birth certificate, not only for the general public but for adoptees.

But why? Nowadays the decision to put up a wall between the adopted person’s new family and the natural family looks draconian, but this wasn’t a callous piece of social engineering. The main concern of lawmakers, in insisting first on confidentiality and then on secrecy, was the wellbeing of adopted infants and children, swept out of one small world into another, and often from one class to another. The solution they envisaged for these vulnerable migrants was a total break with the natural family (often a lone mother); this, they reasoned, was the best way around the difficulties a child might face if the past was allowed to intrude on the present. As in England, so in the US, the stigma of illegitimacy had to be considered, and even the possibility of blackmail. In addition there was the ‘moral’ wellbeing of the child – ambiguity was a shaky foundation for a new life. If confidentiality had served its purpose, a reasonable case could be made, after the Second World War, for sealing records altogether. With the very large numbers of children in need of homes, there was also a tendency to ease the way for adoptive families – why not simplify adoption for prospective parents, as well as the child, by insisting on a clean break? – and a corresponding disregard for the wishes of natural mothers, who frequently asked where their children were being placed.

Then, too, the influence of psychiatry (and ideas on loan from psychoanalysis) was on the rise among social workers in the adoption field. The key figure here is the British analyst John Bowlby, whose work on separation and ‘maternal deprivation’ in the real world of the child, rather than the child’s imagination, set him apart from the Kleinian school and propelled his theories into the domain of hands-on social work in the early 1950s. Early adoption, preferably within the first two months of birth, now became the watchword. Henceforth, adoption was no longer simply a practical solution for children in need of homes; it was required to produce a happy outcome in the form of a stable adult. But why should this new and onerous mission have encouraged adoption agencies to seal their records, or states to seal birth records? The historian E. Wayne Carp has a persuasive answer: ‘Adoption officials perceived adopted adults who sought such information as neurotic and pathological, and by extension their request as a sign of a failure of the adoptive process.’1 Sealing records was, in other words, a way of discouraging adoptees from their unhealthy fascination and signalling that all was well in the burgeoning world of adoption.

In retrospect, the fashion that took hold in adoption agencies and state legislatures echoed the national mood as hostilities in Europe and Asia came to an end. With the onset of the Cold War, the American family quickly became a repository of the nation, protected by a burgeoning programme of missile silos and fallout shelters. To remain at the symbolic centre of America’s rise as a superpower, the family story had to be assertively simple: mom, dad and – by the early 1950s – their 3.1 children. A nuclear family in every sense. Open records would have seemed as scandalous as disarmament – a capitulation to shadowy natural parents, hidden pasts, residual class distinctions and the exiled figure of the ‘fallen’ woman.

She has an important role in this mise en scène. In the prewar period, she is one of the irredeemable poor, quite often married or divorced, who gives up her child for economic reasons. By the end of the 1940s, her statistical profile has changed. She has become an unmarried woman of a younger age, often in a white-collar community, whose baby is adopted soon after birth. Here was another reason to put the lid on adoption records. Two kinds of culpable woman now troubled the American imagination, the earlier archetype from the tenements and her successor, the picket fence ‘neurotic’. As the adoption rights organization Bastard Nation has pointed out, neurosis was seen as a ‘curable’ condition. Single parenthood and illegitimacy, too, could be cured, although (in an echo of Bowlby), the process should involve ‘a complete and early break between mother and relinquished child for the sakes of both.’ Improving the legal status of the child and protecting the privacy of the biological mother were the most frequent reasons advanced for the policy of sealed records.

The case for an abrupt transfer of the child and radical silence as to its origins had been more convincing in the 1950s and 1960s, but in the 1970s the understanding of family life – and the make-up of families – was becoming more complex. By the end of the decade many organizations were lobbying for open records, including the Adoptees’ Liberty Movement Association, Yesterday’s Children, and Concerned United Birthparents. The American Adoption Congress was formed as a broad association of ‘adoption support’ groups for natural parents and adoptees. The AAC was committed to opening up the records in principle, but – on ‘realistic’ grounds – not always in practice.

Briefly, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, high anxiety and the logic of the secret file lost their raison d’être in matters of state, but they still underpinned adoption law: Alabama, one of the few states to have kept the records available, decided to seal them as late as 1991, as if nothing had changed. In 1996, Bastard Nation appeared on the reform scene. It had grown out of a news forum on Usenet, the pioneering computer network, and took an outspoken stand on the rights of adoptees to unconditional access. The organization achieved an early campaigning success in Oregon in 1998, and the state duly opened its adoption records in 2000. In the same year, Alabama, its records sealed for the past nine years, returned to its earlier policy. Here, too, BN played a vigorous role. Six states now have full and open records.

BN and others have forced a change in the tenor of the argument by insisting that access to adoption records is primarily a civil rights issue. Why should a state withhold birth records from adoptees when other citizens can obtain them as a matter of course? To put it another way, why does a minority in the US keep running up against a legal obstacle to its wishes when so much legislation, at state and federal levels, has targeted discrimination against minorities in the last forty or fifty years? Can laws originally drafted to protect children and single mothers from stigma really serve their purpose if they originate new forms of stigma by withholding information from a particular group of Americans?

BN has also shifted the argument onto firmer ground. In their campaigning stance, adoption ceases to be a traumatic story about incomplete people whose new, prosthetic homes may never make up for their being severed from a biological mother and who remain prey to ‘somatic memories and an aching sense of loss’, as Nancy Verrier has it in The Primal Wound (1993). What they lack, conspicuously and simply, is equality under the law. The BN doctrine rescues them from a controversial minority status framed in terms of disability and recasts them in the mould of racial minorities fighting against prejudice.

As a beneficiary of the legislation in England and Wales, I can imagine a healthy scepticism in the US about the dense thickets of ‘intermediary programs’, parent-child registers and other exotic arrangements that states with sealed records offer adoptees as ways around the central difficulty that the law created in the first place. The search for biological family members is a flourishing industry in America, providing work for a small army of interpreters, gatekeepers, go-betweens, lawyers and agents, whose living depends to a great extent on the policy remaining intact.

Rusting definitions of the family help keep that policy in place. Sealed records presuppose a stainless steel version of the nuclear unit, pretty much as it looked more than half a century ago: an orthodox household, run smoothly by a married couple, one or both of them employed, where an adopted child might grow up to inherit and replicate the orthodoxy. By the 1990s, in England and Wales, the law was bound to change, if only to reflect the fact that families were diversifying away from the standard model. Rates of divorce and separation had been rising, along with figures for unmarried and single parents. A great many children now had two homes instead of one (and three or four ‘parents’ as opposed to one or two). Since then, civil partnerships for single-sex partners – effectively marriage – have become a legal reality, while surrogate pregnancy and sperm donation have written a complicated footnote into the who’s who of family life in Britain. In this evolving habitat, the law acknowledged that people could appear in more than one family portrait and should be allowed to make sense of information from conflicting sources. The rich picture of family life in the US is not so different, but the tenacity with which states cling to sealed records suggests that the family is regarded as a heritage object, too fragile to be exposed to difference or change.

I’d like to think that this was wrong; and to add that model families are not always what they seem, in any culture. Although my mother had been divorced, my adopted parents were an ideal 1950s English couple, but as the family musical rolled forward, there was plenty of disorder and eccentricity in the wings. Why wouldn’t families who look challenging and unconventional on the face of it run an affectionate, fluent operation behind the scenes? Some could even be more suitable for small newcomers than conventional, nuclear families.

If my adoptive family was not conventional, once you went backstage, neither was my adoption. There is much about the adoption process, about family secrets and institutional secrecy in this book. (Adoption aside, the amount of information on file about individuals in the US – information which they cannot access – is no greater than in Britain.) It’s also a book about mothers and fathers, real and imagined – and about two mothers in particular. Thinking about mothers is, in my case, like straying into unknown territory. The expression ‘Indian country’ comes to mind. There are no wagon trains and cavalry detachments in what follows; and only a trace of trespass or appropriation. Even so, the contours of ‘mother country’ are daunting. Knowing where you are or who’s out there can be hard: the child creates the mother in its mind, a charmed, unreliable place, where real people and events undergo strange transfigurations. One of my mothers was so unusual as to seem like the figment of several different imaginations, including hers and mine. The other was, for most of my life, a mother of the mind only. I’m not sure we can ever say much about the people we carry in our heads until we’ve managed to see them as people in the world, as I’ve tried to do here.

Britain is a ground I can venture on with more confidence, another mother country, even though I’ve lived abroad for several years. First, London: when all four of my parents were alive, it wasn’t a megacity as it is now, based on the energetic transaction of currencies, financial instruments, commodities and property. It hadn’t become one of the liveliest service economies in the West and it lacked the fully cosmopolitan character – part Hong-Kong, part New York – that it can claim today. Property prices and credit ratings were not yet the driving force of the city’s sociology. The liminal village culture of London, still apparent as you go from one neighbourhood to another nowadays, was palpable in the 1950s, when boundaries tended to run along class lines. If this book is a portrait of my two mothers, it’s also an encounter with two cities: London now and the London I grew up in.

In the postwar period, small manufacturing was still a source of wealth and work in the centre of the capital; the automobile and electronics industries stood tall at the margins. The hinterland of London, as you move west towards Oxford, is a minor landscape of Mother Country. My adoptive father’s parents had put down roots there, by the Thames, in an unspoiled corner of Berkshire about thirty-five miles away, which meant that we would often leave town to spend the weekend in the countryside, or that we’d set up base there for the summer. Towards the end of the 1950s we decamped for a year or more. Mostly we made the journey by road, with highly symbolic landmarks, known if not always visible, to north and south of us along the way. One of these was the town of Slough, rhyming with ‘cow’, as it does in John Betjeman’s poem (‘Come friendly bombs and fall on Slough!’). By the 1920s Slough was already a large industrial estate; by the 1930s it was beginning to sprawl; after the war, it became a magnet for growing numbers of working-class Londoners, as well as immigrants from India, Pakistan and the Caribbean. In 1937, when he published the poem, Betjeman objected not only to the look of the ‘Slough Trading Estate’ but to the temper of the new capitalism he felt it embodied and the coarse, grasping ways of the company bosses. But by the 1950s prosperous, established communities nearby disapproved more strongly – and less eloquently – of Slough’s large blue-collar population: it was an unwelcome intrusion in the leafy counties of the Thames Valley.

Class is still one of the great engines driving British society and informs this book very closely. To perform intelligibly, everyone must transmit a class signal, although these signals are now more customised and ironic than they were in the past. Explicit class-consciousness was, for my adoptive parents, part of the armour of self-definition, in an era when so many of the English clanked around like Tudor knights in their cumbersome class attire. Social mobility was a dubious virtue in those days, a threat to ideas about breeding and knowing one’s place that solidified the social order. Even so, it was possible to take a leap in the dark and move from one class to another, though, as this story shows, the break had to be total.

A few names in this account have been changed with a view to the privacy of people whose lives I burst in on. In several cases, minor details of fact have been altered. One result of renaming people is that passages of this book no longer square with the public record. There won’t be a Drew family, for instance, at the house number given in Wembley Park Drive in the 1950s. These discrepancies are left to stand. As for the places I grew up in and the people who looked after me, I’ve made one or two discreet changes and altered the spelling of a name.

The use of ‘birth’, as in ‘birth-mother’, has been avoided. ‘Natural’ is no longer favoured in discussions about adoption, but it has one great advantage: it’s hard to use without the antithetical notion of ‘culture’ coming to mind. Adoption is one of the modest triumphs of human culture. Another, I can’t help thinking, is the fact that a mother may feel something like love for her biological children throughout her life, whether they’re insistently present or torn away from her by circumstance at an early stage. We tend to think of a mother’s love as ‘only natural’, but there may be more to it than that.

Jeremy Harding

2010

1  E. Wayne Carp, ‘How Tight Was the Seal? A Reappraisal of Adoption Records in the United States, England, and New Zealand, 1851–1955’ in International Advances in Adoption Research for Practice, eds. Elsbeth Neil and Gretchen Wrobel, Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009.




Preface

I was about five when I learned I’d been adopted. Ever since, I’ve had one or another version of the event in my mind, or at the back of it. There were times when it was intriguing, others when it looked like an advantage in life, others still when it seemed to complicate my world unduly. I’d thought often about looking into the family I hadn’t known. Years went by and, in the end, my not getting round to it convinced me that I never meant to do so.

Adoption is more than a story about the fate of obscure mothers and absentee fathers, or resettled children and the lives they go on to lead. And the bigger the story, to my way of thinking, the better. I was discouraged by the idea of turning up a few meagre pieces of the past – other people’s past – that were too special to throw away, but couldn’t be matched with any larger picture of the way a society thinks about parents and children, and how this changes over time. My inertia was compounded by beliefs I held about blood and kinship: it wasn’t obvious to me that the blood tie mattered. I liked to think that if families worked, it was because they’d gone about inventing themselves in the right way, which was largely a question of luck. Mostly I still feel that.

Even so, something changed over the years. I became easier with the idea of retrieving a handful of fragments and looking at them in their own right. Indeed, I’d become eager to fill what I thought was a blank in the record by making some attempt to find out who my natural mother had been and whether I really did have sisters, as one of the stories about her went. Then there were my own children: it seemed right to try to establish something on their account. It was an interesting story, just possibly, and if it could be told to them, it would show that people were joined up, and separated, in all sorts of ways. Kinship by blood must therefore have become an intelligible thing to me.

On my own account, I expected to write something about the mother I’d not known, to piece together her portrait, and to set it somewhere – in a notebook or a folder – along with what I’d been told about her, and thought about her, when I was a boy. I imagined something like an obituary. It was important that my adoptive father was no longer alive and my adoptive mother was too infirm to know what I was doing.

I started the investigation off in 1998 with a few legal formalities. I continued, intermittently, while I was living in London. (All the early lines of enquiry seemed to link my natural mother to the capital, at least in the years directly after I was born.) Shortly afterwards, I moved to France, and didn’t get back to England much until the winter of 2002, when I went to stay with friends in London, and set about trying to discover something hard and fast about my natural family.

What follows is largely the story of those two periods. The first, desultory phase, beginning in 1998; and the second, a hectic tumble through the city four years later, when some unlikely bits and pieces began to emerge, by no means all of them about my natural relatives. I say a lot about my adoptive family. Partly that’s because I owed many of my early fancies about my natural mother to the things that my adoptive mother said about her. Partly because those things were among the evidence I had to go on. Then, too, in the course of looking for information about my natural family, I stumbled on new information about the one I’d grown up with.

A search of this kind is supposed to be methodical. But the method is bound to involve a certain madness. I’ve tried to give a sense of the spectral realms you enter when you’re looking for people you don’t know, about whom there’s little in the way of hard fact. Wild conjecture is always ready to fill in the gaps or lead the way to comic misunderstandings. Adoption has any number of those. Meanwhile the people you lived with – and thought you knew – come out of the past asking to be revisited, or even addressed. What are we to say to the dead? That we might have loved them better?

This is a book about mothers and fathers, real and imagined – and about two mothers in particular. Thinking about mothers seems to me to be like straying into ‘Indian country’: tricky terrain for small boys and aspiring men trying to work out the geography. The pitfalls are not really to do with mothers themselves and there’s no obvious struggle going on, as there was in the case of native American lands: no wagon trains and cavalry detachments trespassing avidly on ancestral ground. Even so, the contours of ‘Mother Country’ are sometimes daunting, and knowing where you are or quite who’s out there can be hard, since to some extent the child creates the mother in its mind – a charmed, unreliable place, where real people and events undergo strange transfigurations. One of my mothers was so eccentric as to seem like a figment of several different imaginations, including hers and mine. The other was, for most of my life, a mother of the mind. I’m not sure we can ever say much that’s useful about the people we carry in our heads until we’ve managed to see them as people in the world, as I’ve tried to do here.

As for my own mother country, Britain, it’s ground on which I can venture with more confidence, even though I’ve lived abroad for a while – or because I have. Class and the theatrical attitudes it asks us to strike play a big part in this story – bigger than I could ever have forseen – which may simply mean that it’s a very English story. Class consciousness was a powerful force in the 1950s and ’60s, when I was growing up, and I’m not convinced that the extraordinary changes of the last thirty or forty years have turned the British class system into a heritage site. So I’ve had something to say, obliquely, about the embarrassment and exoticism (and irony) of class denominations in the mother country to which I’m so attached. I suppose they’re part of the broad picture I used to think might never emerge from an excavation of this type. Maybe what I’ve found isn’t just an assortment of odds and ends after all.

A few names in this account have been changed with a view to preserving the privacy of people whose lives I burst in on. In several cases, minor details of fact have been altered. One result of giving people pseudonyms is that passages in this book no longer square with the public record. There won’t be a Drew, for instance, at the house number given on Wembley Park Drive in the late 1950s. These discrepancies are left to stand. As for the places I grew up in and the people who looked after me, I’ve made one or two discreet changes and altered the spelling of a name.

The use of ‘birth’, as in ‘birth-mother’, has been avoided. ‘Natural’ is no longer favoured in discussions about adoption, but it has one great advantage: it’s hard to use without the antithetical sense of ‘culture’ coming to mind. Adoption – to wrest the monopoly of wonders from nature – is one of the marvels of culture. Another, I stubbornly persist in thinking, is the fact that a mother may feel something like love for her biological children throughout her life, whether they’re insistently present, or torn away from her by circumstance at an early stage. We tend to think a mother’s love is ‘only natural’, but there may be more to it than that.




MOTHER COUNTRY




I

Names

The name of my natural mother was Margaret Walsh. It’s on the birth certificate I have on the desk and which I’m looking over for the first time in my life, a spring morning in London, 1998. It appears twice, first under column five, ‘Name, surname and maiden surname of mother’, and then under column seven, as the person registering the birth. The address of Margaret Walsh the ‘informant’ is off Ladbroke Grove in west London, a neighbourhood I know quite well, and this is probably where she was living around the time of my birth. The address given under Margaret Walsh the mother doesn’t appear to be hers: it’s a premises, most likely a very small shop, in a very small close about two miles away, in the London Borough of Hammersmith, where she was working as a ‘counter assistant’ in the summer of 1952.

It was Ann Pike, an adoption counsellor, who told me to apply for the birth certificate. She did so at our first meeting, a few weeks before, in her office at the Family Records Centre in Clerkenwell. Having a social worker seemed as unlikely to me as winning a medal for services rendered to the Empire, but I couldn’t have got the original certificate of my own birth without her. And it wouldn’t have been possible before Section 26 of the Children Act 1975, which acknowledged, in effect, that the state could not close every door to adopted people with an interest in their past. The right to a copy of an original birth certificate, reiterated in the Adoption Act 1976, marked a very significant change in favour of the inquisitive adoptee, even if the disclosure of more detailed information was left to the discretion of the courts and adoption agencies.

It nonetheless compromised the understanding on which many mothers had parted with infants: they had been told that the children they gave up for adoption were unlikely ever to trace them, or even to ascertain their surnames. For this reason anyone adopted before 1975 who wants to know more about the circumstances of the adoption, or indeed to trace a parent, is legally obliged, in the words of a document prepared by the Office for National Statistics, to ‘see an experienced social worker called a counsellor’ before obtaining the crucial piece of evidence on which to proceed – the original birth certificate.

The certificate fixes my birth on 7 July 1952 – a matter of doubt when I was a boy. Until the age of seven, when I went away to school, I seemed to have been born on 5 July. Then it changed, and my eighth birthday, the first of many away from the adoptive family, fell on 7 July. It’s good to see the seventh reaffirmed – I wouldn’t care to go back to the fifth after all these years. But there are surprises.

It states on the certificate that the child was born in Hammersmith Hospital. My adoptive mother used to say it was St Mary’s Paddington. Then there is the given name Jeremy. For years I’d assumed my name was a badge of my adoptive parents’ pretensions, a matter of social fashion: there are a lot of Jeremys, Julians, Adrians and Timothys from that era. Why a working woman - in Ann Pike’s opinion an Irishwoman, as my adoptive mother had always said - would want to give a name like Jeremy to the child she was about to hand over is a puzzle.

Finally, not so much a surprise as a shock, there is the single short dash, the kind you use to mark a hyphen – one clack of a key through the typewriter ribbon – under ‘Name and surname of father’.

At the bottom of the document is a statutory warning in bold red capitals:

THIS CERTIFICATE IS NOT EVIDENCE OF THE IDENTITY OF THE PERSON PRESENTING IT.

There was Maureen, of Maureen and Colin – my adoptive parents the Hardings – and there was the natural mother, who’s referred to by adoption experts as the ‘birth mother’: the first mother, that’s to say, who then becomes the eternal mother-in-hiding. But you wouldn’t – I wouldn’t – really want to say ‘my mother’ about either, even though I do. Then there’s adoption, another difficult word. ‘My adoption’? It sounds like an affliction, or a misfortune, though it was far from being either.

I seem to see Maureen, Mother Two, walking up a set of steps on to a raised wooden deck in front of a shingled house with double doors leading into a boxy living room. The blonde hair is well arranged, the eyebrows have been tended, making them dark and thin. She’s humming, ‘I’d risk everything for one kiss, everything …’ But the memory isn’t accurate. That song was written much later, after we’d moved out of the house I’m thinking of. Mother Two seems resolute, indifferent to almost everything but the double doorway and the tune I can’t put my finger on.

And Margaret Walsh? Of her there is no image grounded in the memory of a real place. There is only the fact of a brief physical connection severed long ago. Mother One is elusive, which is perhaps what makes her interesting. There may also be brothers and sisters – and of course there was a father – with whom I have no material connection at all beyond blood. I’m still not sure why blood should matter or why we continue to repeat the platitude about blood and water. When I was younger, I didn’t like to hear it said that one was thicker than the other. I reasoned against it and finally denied it on principle.

For long periods of my childhood, I grew up with the fact of water. I was raised by a river. ‘Thick’ is a good word for the way water seemed to me when I was young and still seems now: sustaining, brown, benign – or white, decisive, invigorating, rushing over a weir, churning from the back of a boat. Having been adopted, I was spared the binding notion of blood, with all its passion and fatalism. I simply took the platitude and stood it on its head. I am no longer sure what to think, except that this interest in origins is a perversity on my part, like going back over a dispute that was settled years ago.

Doubly perverse because of my debt to water. I owe nothing to blood, but I owe a great deal to the eccentric couple who adopted me in London and then carted me off to a world of slippery landing stages, locks and leaking boats, flooded fields and impassable roads. I’ve no idea what I owe to my lost progenitors – the absent father and the enigmatic Mother One, who conceived and bore me, and for one reason or another decided to leave it at that. And wouldn’t the wise course be to do the same – to leave it at that? There’s always an unsettling sense that the urge to know more about Margaret Walsh is disloyal, not just to Colin and Maureen, but to the life I lived with them and the course that life went on to take.

At our second meeting, Ann Pike was neither encouraging nor discouraging. She felt that looking for evidence of Margaret Walsh would be hard but not impossible. She urged me to think about my own family, to turn over the past for any sort of clue. She wanted, for her part, to know a little about Colin and Maureen Harding. I answered with a short summary I have at the ready. I referred to them, as I always have, as my mother and father. As I was speaking, I seemed to see their little boy clearly. Not an importunate figure, not someone whose own understanding was being traduced by what I had to say, but an insistent creature, who might want to add a remark, or urge me to think more carefully as I spoke.

Had I gone on to explain in detail how things were between Colin and Maureen and that small boy, I’d have said that the grown-ups were uncomfortable with the subject of how he came to be with them. And that as time wore on, they may have misremembered the details of the story. I forget whether I told Ann that I was a secret. As far as Colin’s parents knew, Maureen had given birth to the bright new member of the family in a London clinic. This make-believe must have been hard to keep up, especially since Colin and Maureen already had the use of a flat below Colin’s parents for several months of her slim-line pregnancy, which ought by rights to have begun in the winter of 1951.

For Maureen especially, the adoption was a source of other, steeper fantasies, which she divulged in fits and starts. Much of what she said was unreliable, I realise now. She liked to tell vivid and abrupt tales about her own past.
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