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Tracing the
path to long
lost parents

P a u i L e v M a

_ is anusual, even
unique: sue is a professional
searcher and tracer, irackins
down the parents of children
who have been adopted or
taken into care and who wish,
as adults, to regain their roots.
She also advises - and. when
necessary, conso les - her
clients during a process of
{amily rediscovery that is "90
per cent happy, and 10 per
cent just the reverse."

Brucc's experiences show
that a widespread need exists
for her sp^ial services, de<
spite provision for such lamily
reunions under the 1975 Chil
dren Act. It all began with an
encounter three years ago with
James, an odd job man of 18
who bad wanted to find his
mother since early childhood.

Since then she has enabled
about 70 "ch i ld ren" , some
now in middle-a^, to meet
t h e i r " n a t u r a l " o r " b i r t h
parents", often for the first
time since infancy.

"If the Act worked as it was
meant to, I'd be superfluous",
says B ruce , a j 4 - yea r -o ld
qualified social worker from
Weybridgc in Surrey. "And if I
rcould be employed within the
statutory services to do an
identical job Pd jump at it It
would mean the system was
functioning properly."

It took James's experience
to teach her that "many of the
b e s t i n t e n t i o n s b e h i n d t h e
1975 Ch i ld ren Ac t have been
t h w a r t e d . A n d t h a t ' s w h e r e I
c a m e i n . "

Her first faltering steps in
family tracing were under
t a k e n w i t h e x t r e m e r e l u c
tance. "James was do ins iobs
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around the house and then,
out of the blue, he said he was
adopted. Would I help with
t h e r e c o n l s s o b e c o u l d fi n d
h is mum? I sa id no au lomat i -
cally — and I kept saying no."

Her negative response,
Bruce now admits, "was be
cause I held the stereotyped
view of someone who ha^'t
thou^l it out. I felt be was too
young, only 18.1 didn't want
the personal responsibility,
and I fe l t he shouldn ' t be
encouraged."

H o w e v e r , J a m e s ' s
detcnnirtal ion proved stron
ger than Bruoe's reluctance.
" W h e n b e a s k e d m e h o w b e
s h o u l d s e t a b o u t i t 1 m a d e
enquiries. The first step was
t h e b i r t h s r e g i s t e r a t S t
C a t h e r i n e ' s H o u s e i n
L o n d o n . "

It was soon clear that James
did not possess the skills to
pursue the project alone and
Bruce decided that she had no
right to deny him any help she
cou ld o f f e r.

O n e c a s e l e d t o a n o t h e r .

la rge ly by word o f mouth ,
though in time she advertised
in a newspaper. From the start
s h e f o u n d t h e r e s e a r c h
enthralling — "like solving a
detective stoiy". There was a
fascinated initiation into the
arcane world of genealogists.
Bruce was astounded to dis
cover, for example, a harassed
band of specialists who devote
themselves to winkling out
(for a fat percentage) vanished
n e x t - o f - k i n — t h e u n k n o w n
b e n e fi c i a r i e s fi r o m u n c l a i m e d
e s t a t e s .

She was ab le to learn f rom
t h e D i c k e o s i a n m e t i e r . " W i l l s
a r e o f t e n i n v a l u a b l e
indicators", she says, "though
o n l y a m o n g t h e m i d d l e -
classes. The poor, for obvious
reasons, usually die intestate."

Unlike Jam^ most clients
have been middle-aged and
well educated. They include
teachers, psychotherapists, a
farmer, an insurance exec
u t i ve and soc ia l wo rke rs . And
there are many more women
t h a n m e n .

T h e w o r k i s d e t a i l e d a n d
time^onsuming. "One case
took 18 months but, because
I've developed an eye for the
right nuance, I did one re
cently in 24 hours flat.

"People need someonesympathe t i c bu t coo t , and
matter-of-fact", she believes.
"A lady said recently that I
was the first person who made
her feel a wish to find her birth
mother aflcr 30 years was
entirely normal After all. it is,
i s n ' t i t ? "

What happens if the story
turns out to be a sad one. or

PerfectioD in detection: super
the discovered parent wishes,
for good reasons or not, to
leave the past buried?

" N i n e r e s u l t s i n t e n a r e
e x c e l l e n t B u t t h e r e c a n b e
cruel and hurtful rejections,
and they are extraordinarily
sad. But even when i t doesn ' t
w o r k o u t I ' v e n e v e r b e a r d
anyone say that they wished
they hadn't done it.

"Most people come to terms
with their family history once
they learn about it It 's the
u n l m o w n w h i c h i s s o d i s t u r b
ing, and won't let them alone.

"One person I worked for
had the experience of every
thing falling to pieces a )^r
a f t e r m a k i n g c o n t a c t T h e
prognosis probably wasn't
go(^ from the start But I'm
still there for the client, two
years later, which makes all
t he d i f f e rence . "

Because she believes that
she has no right to withhold
i n f o r m a t i o n B r u c e f o l l o w s
each project to its conclusion
— even if she has doubts about
r h n n i i t c . i m e .

sleuth Ariel fitfge reveb lo her role as a nutchmaker who binds together fragmented families
"I tend to get a picture from

the address, handwriting, a
voice on the phone — you get a
sixth sense", she stressed.

What happens if a cl ient
comes in a vindictive spirit?
Polly Toynbee refers to such a
case in her book Lost Children
and to fiction, if not in fact,

'Cruel rejections
can be terribly

hurtful and sad'

the idea of a chi ld coming
back to reap vengeance on a
parent who has deserted them
i s w c l l - k n o w n . " I t h a s n e v e r
happened - the cl ients are
always solicitous to a fault
a b o u t t h e i r u n k n o w n
parents," she insists.

The idea of people paying
fees for a service which was
meant to be available, if only
in part, under the Children
Act. will not commend itself

to everyone. NORCAP (the
National Organisation for the
Counselling of Adoptees and
their Parents) is a fast-grow
ing, widely experienord self-
help group, convinced that
v o l u n t e e r s w i t h fi r s t - h a n d
experience are the best help
ers. They lack the resources,
however, to undertake traces
t h e m s e l v e s .

Phillida Sawbridge, director
of the newly-estabiished f^t-
A d o p t i o n C e n t r e a t 4 8
M e c k l e n b u r g h S q u a r e ,
London^^, l^^'As thingsstand, JBS is very
much lulfilTiog a need. Un
covering the past is very
cha l l eng ing . Imag ineconfronting a total stranger,
perhaps in some sterile budd
ing or dreary office, whoknows more about ^ur past
than you do yourselfr"

She thinks that counselling
i s a l l t h e m o r e i m p o r t a n t
because the 1975 Act has only
been imp lemented in pan .
" T h e w e l l - k n o w n s e c t i o n 2 6
provision for one hour's com

pulsory couoseUing was meant
to be backed up by a full range
of local authority adoption
services. But betause of the
cost they simply do not exist.
There are also many more
searchers, I believe, than the
Registrar-General's tiny
percentage suggests."

Most of IB IHIB
successfu l searches w i l l never
be counted in the Registrar-
General's statistics. They are
the f r u i t o f a f r ee l ance e f f o r t
already well on the way to
fulfilling a prophecy made by
her tutor when she graduated
from Kingston Poly.

te believe that BH
will make some inno-

v a t i v e c o n t r i b u t i o n t o s o c i a l
work," the repon said. "We
also expect it will be outside
the statutory social services."

OTTnw* Nmptnm L td im

J I can be contacted ateechcrofi Manor, Oak'
lands Drive. Weybridge,
Surrey.


