
families, we still need to keep adoption simple, sa::litized and one dimensional. lc doing 
so, we leave growing numbers of adoptees, birth parents and adoptive families struggling 
alone wIth complicated issues, feeling alone and believing that they have failed. 

To get beyond the isolation and sense of aloneness which can surround adoption reunion, 
we need to look compassionately and truthfully at adoption's history. Through this 
perspective, we will gain insight about how to support all members ofthe triad: adoptee, 
birth parent( s) and adoptive parent( s), during the reunion process. . 

Adoption is not the failure . .. our approach to adoption is the failure. 

Adoption is an opportunity for children who cannot be parented by their biological 
parents to be parented in another family and for adults who could not conceive to 
experience parenthood and family. Both the adoptive parents and the baby have 
experienced a loss in their lives prior to coming together to form a family. The newly 
formed family will be different from a family who has not come together with a loss. As 
a society we are unsure and sometimes uncomfortable about how to grieve losses and are 
uncomfortable with things which are different. The historic approach to adoption has 
tended to edit out the loss and difference and focus solely on the joy of the new family. 
The truth is that it is not possible to omit such powerful and important realities so they 
become secrets and unexpressed emotions which affect everyone involved. 

For adoptees, it means that they cannot look to the adoption experience to help them 
understand their feelings of not belonging, not fitting in, being different or their sadness 
and confusion about who they are. For birth mothers, it means that adoption placement 
does not explain their inability to get on with their lives or to get beyond their 
experiences of guilt, shame and loss behind them. For adoptive families, it means that the 
experiences they attempt to cope with in their families are different from their friends and 
yet they often have to pretend that their solutions are the same even when they do not 
work. 

If the reasons for these very real and normal human experiences do not lie within 
adoption or the adoption experience, then triad members look to themselves. They 
believe that they as individuals, or the way they see and experience adoption must be the 
problem, so they work harder at trying to fix the situation. The result is that they can end 
up confused and frustrated when their attempts feel futile and do not work. This can 
solidify the belief that there is something wrong with them and many adoptees and birth 
mothers already struggle with self-criticism and persistent worries that they are somehow 
flawed. Often, these feelings are not shared with others as the experience does not fit into 
the picture of a happy family. The result is that often the feelings remain hidden and 
unhealthy coping styles are developed which allow them to manage more effectively 
within the situation. 

Adoptees & Birth mothers often . .. 



Pind themselves planlling how to gel what they need in their reunion relat.ionship. 

,jlol'lJ' Of think a lot about being rejected. 

l:'ind it difficult "0 talk easily or openly about feelings or deeper subjects. 

T Find themselves upset or um'ettled after visits. 

* Cry easily or feel sad a lot. 

* Wish there was someone who could understand or explain what is occurring. 

* Have difficulty trusting or getting close to people. 

* Find it hard to kllow what they feel or lIeed. 

* Try hard to figure out what others expect of them. 

* Feel differellt or have a hard time fittillg ill. 

* Feel bad about themselves without kllowillg why. 

* Need to be ill cOlltrol. 

The coping styles work until a situation occurs which cannot be managed through the use 
of control. It evokes such a strong emotional reaction or connection that staying in 
control is impossible, Reunion often fits this description. Without knowledge of how 
adoption has affected them or an understanding of how they have coped, it is common 
and nonnal to feel overwhelmed and lost. If they are unable to regain control or make the 
reunion work, they may be in danger of sliding into feeling completely unworthy or 
having deeper feelings of being flawed, Prior to reunion, these feelings were balanced 
with a beliefthat finding one's birth family or adult child would ease this, When this does 
not occur quickly and automatically, adoptees and birth mothers can be candidates for 
depression. Unless they approach a professional, they can feel very alone, However, the 
belief that they are the problem often preempts this outreach. 

You are 1I0t the problem . .• there is 1I0thillg wrong with you! 

Adoptive parents and families often cope by promoting the image of the joyous family 
who is the same as biological families, Adoptive families can be very joyous but to truly 
experience this, they need to address the losses and ways they are different or these can 
compound over the years, Avoiding these issues can result in problems within adoptive 

families and reunions can be experienced as very threatening. Rather than embracing this 
need for their adopted child, they may create a situation where the adoptee is pulled 

between the two families and feels divided in their loyalties. When adoptive parents are 



able to accept the importance of the birth family connection, the connection between 
them and their adopted child often strengthens. 

Your family is not a problem . .. it is just different. 
A more realistic perspective on adoption and how it impacts triad members will open the 
door to options in reunion. As everyone understands how adoption has affected their lives 

and how they coped, the need for secrecy and pretense fades. While initially this can 
seem frightening, it creates the opportunity for everyone to see the ways change is 

possible for them through reunion. 

Six months later, Janet is seeing a therapist and is involved with a post reunion peer 
support group. The episodes of crying and shaking have stopped and she is slowly 
sorting through what she feels and what the reunion means. With support she is 
beginning to realize that she had missed her birth mother all her life but felt she should 
not talk about it as this would suggest she was not happy in her adoptive home. She is 
realizing that while she was happy with her adoptive parents, she also needed to know 
about her birth mother or have opportunities to feel sad about not knowing her. 
Having to pretend that she was not sad has made it hard for Janet to know what she 
does feel. Not recognizing what she felt or what she needed resulted in the shaking and 
upset she experienced in reunion. As Janet learns to recognize what she needs, she has 
been able to say no to her birth mother when she needed time for her. She has been 
amazed to learn that her birth mother did not vanish or reject her as she feared. Janet's 
ability to take care of herself has actually given her birth mother permission to do the 
same and the relationship is more relaxed. Both Janet and her birth mother know 
when they get together, it is because both really want to. 

The strong reactions are time limited. The answers as to how to cope begin with talking 
about the situation with others who understand and can help sort through the experiences 
and feelings. The goal is to integrate this new information into one's life and build 
realistic and caring relationships. The sense of being different and not being understood 
combined with the pressure to have a successful reunion can keep adoptees and birth 
parents quiet when they most need understanding and support. The expectation from 
themselves or others that the reunion will provide immediate answers can result in a 
sense of failure and disappointment. Many took risks or went against the advice of others 
to take this step and feel the need for validation that their choice was right. 

As society understands more about the realities of adoption, adoptive families will have 
an easier time talking about the ways they are different and unique and still strong family 
units. This breath of truth and openness will let adoption and adoption reunion become 
what they are - opportunities to form families and keep kinship connections. 



Origins Inc. 

Dissociation and a Psychiatric Diagnosis 

Separation - A Half Life 

More Than Grief - Not Quite Death 

A number of mothers have mentioned the guilt they have felt in not having grieved the 
loss of their baby at the time of surrender - how they felt a total numbness for years and 
often decades afterward. As a result it was decided to include a personal non-identifying 
psychiatric diagnosis (see below) in the hope of helping others understand why this might 
have occurred, by explaining how a sound mind protects itself from unbearable distress 
by shutting off from the trauma until a trigger event occurs where the mind is no longer 
able to repress the event. 

For too long adoption separation has been minimised by being referred to at best 
- as grief and loss, at worse something we are often expected to "get over" and 
put behind us. Some of us even thought we had - but had we really? 

The possible reason many mothers have been unable to speak of their 
experience is because their experience had become unspeakable i.e. To speak 
of it is to make it real - and to make it real is to then have to face their loss -
something many were unable to do until adoption legislation gave them hope, 
bringing their as if dead babies back to life and making them real again. 

Naturally the length of and depth of dissociation differs from mother to mother 
depending on 'trigger' events bringing her out of denial i.e. Some mothers do not 
block out the experience but cannot access their grief until much later, some 
grieved immediately and then blocked out the whole racking experience for 
years. 

Some mothers blocked out entirely for years or decades - their grief manifesting 
itself in other forms - at other objects or life events, some remain dissociated 
even when they have met their adult child and cannot access reality until 
sometimes years after reunion, (this often results in delayed emotional bonding 
between mother and child) at least for a time. 



For some mothers the pain of their experience and brainwashing is so deep they 
may never allow themselves to access their own reality and sometimes place 
vetoes or deny their relationship with their searching child, disclaiming (as was 
required of them) that their maternal instincts even existed, some spend their 
lives denying the existance of their child and cannot physically or psychologically 
fall pregnant again or until a trigger event (eg entitlement) forces them to be no 
longer able to deny. 

For many the combination of sedation, trauma, not seeing the baby etc causes 
the mind to manifest an unreal quality regarding their experience (the picture 
never becoming quite clear until or unless some tangible information is acquired 
to help piece it all together eg obtaining medical records, social work reports, 
revisiting the unwed mothers home/hospital, speaking to other mothers with the 
same experience and with whom they can identify etc. 

For some the moment of dissociation is upon signing a consent, when their 
newborn was taken at moment of birth, when the revocation period had expired, 
when they attempted to reclaim their baby only to be told it was too late. 

For others that moment of dissociation occurred much earlier - somewhere after 
their pregnancy was diagnosed, when they were told the foetus they were 
carrying was not their baby but already belonged to someone else, that they 
could not keep their baby. 

Also when their condition was seen by others as a problem to be gotten rid of, 
when all hope was gone as no-one saved them at the eleventh hour after-all. 
When they were forbidden to see their child and did not know how to ask, or 
when they asked and were ignored. 

Sometimes it was impossible to dissociate and mothers turned to a lifetime of 
drugs, alcohol, anti-depressants etc to get themselves through, tragically some 
took the permanent way out. 
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There but for the grace of God went I 

When I share with people the news that I am a relinquishing mother, 
they invariably respond in one of two ways. The first response is 
thankfully the less common. It goes something like this: "What made you 
decide to give away your baby?" 

What made me decide to give away my baby?! I want to scream at them 
for their failure to understand the social climate of the time. Let me take 
you back to the time when my baby was born. 

It was the sixties. The Beatles were top of the charts. They had some 
resistance from the older generation - and rightly so after all - because 
the Beatles had long hair! (Although surprisingly short by our standards 
today.) 

But at least they were better than those awful Rolling Stones. They didn't 
even wear matching suits on stage! 

And can you remember the furor caused by Jean Shrimpton when she 
wore a mini skirt to the Melbourne Cup? 

In the era when my baby was born, the good matrons of society mentally 
counted off the nine prerequisite months a couple needed to have after 
their wedding day before the birth of their first child could respectably 
occur. 

It's amazing what a high incidence there was of premature birth in those 
times. And all 7 or 8 pounders! 

Some mothers in the sixties found themselves "blessed" with a "change 
of life" baby -right after the return of their teenage daughter from a 
lengthy "holiday" in some distant city. And what an amazing "bond" could 
exist between those two siblings. But even this event was comparatively 
rare. 

In the sixties, any child being raised without some evidence of a legal 
father ... any child being raised by an unmarried mother ... could expect 
to be labeled a bastard, and singled out for special attention by society. 

Such attention could take the form of raised eyebrows, snide remarks, or 
the more blatant behaviours like constant schoolyard bullying, name
calling and physical abuse. These children weren't all that common in 
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society, so they stood out and attracted all the criticism that they and 
their mothers were deemed to "deserve". 

On the other hand, childless couples (married, of course and consisting 
of one male and one female) were able to adopt babies and give them a 
secure home. Such babies went to families who'd had to pass the test of 
various adoption agencies in order to prove their worthiness and 
suitability to do what the rest of us take so readily for granted - the right 
to nurture and raise their own children. 

Babies adopted into these families often had the benefits of being in a 
"better off family socially and economically. After all, these families had 
been tested and found not to be ''wanting''. 

The supply of babies available for adoption was good. It was not unusual 
to know of a couple that had adopted one, or two, or even more children, 
and their joy at becoming at long last, a real family. 

There were a lot of adoptions occurring in the sixties. So when I found 
myself in "a bit of trouble", I knew exactly what had to be done. 

Decision? There was no "decision". 

This precious life growing inside me was going to have the very best that 
I could give it. The very best. 

But only for nine months. 

The welfare benefits we see today didn't exist in the sixties. And I was 
determined that my beautiful child was not going to be raised in poverty. 

Today couples freely cohabit, and their inevitable children may bear 
hyphenated surnames. Others find themselves, or even deliberately 
choose to be "with child" and raise them alone. 

There are so many children today that are in single parent families, that 
people no longer consider this to be so "unusual". 

But when my baby was born he would have stuck out like a sore thumb. 

Illegitimate. 

I wanted my beloved baby to be part of a real family and to have the 
protection of two parents. My beloved child was not to be the recipient of 
schoolyard jibes. 

The most loving gift that I could bestow on my precious baby was to give 
him the gift of a true family. 
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Clearly, what my baby needed most in life was to not be raised by me. 

And so, I was hidden away at "Carramar", the Anglican Church's home 
for unmarried mothers. Interestingly, not one of us there could have 
been described as "street wise". We were, all of us, scared, naive girls 
with a common problem. And we needed to be hidden from society. We 
lived in fear of discovery by the outside world. 

We'd had to give excuses to family, friends and employers for our 
sudden departure from the scene, and even arrange mail to be sent from 
far places to keep alive the story that we were "having a great time" on 
some fictitious holiday. 

And then later, after giving birth, scared and alone, often not even 
seeing the baby we'd nurtured for nine months, we'd leave the hospital, 
having just signed away the most precious thing in our lives. 

We'd been told we were "doing the right thing" and to "put it all behind 
us", pretend it had "never happened". But this is very hard to do when 
your heart is breaking for your baby and the milk is leaking from your 
breasts. 

What kind of woman willingly gives away her baby? 

I'll tell you what kind of woman does this abhorrent act so against the law 
of Nature. 

The kind of woman who puts the love and needs of her own baby above 
her own need to keep him for herself. The kind of woman who puts the 
best interests of her baby ahead of her own - even when every fibre of 
her being is screaming out to keep him. 

And so, I did the unthinkable. But I did not decide to do it. A choice of 
one is no choice. 

Society, and concern for my baby's best interests dictated the outcome. 
My "best" could never be good enough for this much-loved baby. He 
deserved so much more. And I made sure he would have it. 

Many years of denial have intervened. His birthdays were always special 
to me. Whenever I thought of him I had to quickly repress it because the 
not knowing was unbearable. Repression stopped me from going mad. 

And then, one day, five years ago I had a phone call. Having made sure 
that she was speaking to the right party, the person on the other end of 
the line said these words: 
"I am calling on behalf of someone who is looking for his mother". 

And the rest is history. Time doesn't permit the telling today, but believe 
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me the last five years has been a cathartic, tearful but wonderful journey 
filled with discovery ... and love. 

So now the truth is out and I can share my long hidden secret. At the 
start of this story I told you about one type of response I get. If you're 
wondering what the other, more common response is, it is simply this: 

"There but for the Grace of God went I." 

. I . U'" 0' epa Box 239, Bondi NSW 2026, Australia 1 parc@bensoc.asn.au 
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Hope and love 

This is not a story about reunion, but rather a story about hope, a story 
at this stage of my life that is incomplete. I have come to learn about life, 
people and society in a hard way, as you will see. 

In my 45 year old wisdom I have come to believe that to live a life of any 
worth it all boils down to a few simple words - truth, courage, trust, 
respect, love and hope. 

I am a birth mother who relinquished my daughter twenty-four years ago. 
I don't quite understand nor forgive myself for giving my child up for 
adoption. Quite simply yet devastatingly, I signed the paper and I am the 
sole reason for the burden I carry in my heart. Buried deep somewhere 
in my soul is that burning question of why I did what I did and unless I 
take those simple words above and act upon them I will never know the 
answer, so, to my incomplete story. 

In the late seventies after a very happy childhood I was enrolled in 
teachers college and about to embark upon my learning then teaching 
career when at twenty I fell pregnant. Instead of giving me love and 
support I was ostracized by my parents and told I was going to destroy 
their social standing in the community and that of my 8 siblings. 

Out of sight, out of mind was my parent's idea. I was put on a train out of 
Sydney bound for an inland city where I found lodgings in the YMCA. I 
was pregnant, penniless and alone. It was a very hard adjustment for 
me, I lost my whole secure network of brothers and sisters, mother and 
father, boy and girl friends, and the pure joy of feeling wanted and worth 
something to someone. 

If there is a blessing in my story I guess it is that from then on I started to 
become an adult, a growth which is still continuing even now as I work 
through my feelings and my want to discover my true self and work 
towards forgiving myself while at the same time have consideration for 
all concerned. 

The birth father never had a chance faced with the wrath of my parents 
but some time later he did give me all the money he had in his bank 
account whereas my wealthy parents didn't give me a cent. I am forever 
indebted to the birth father for his generosity at a frightful time for the 
both of us; he just didn't know what else to do, neither of us did. 

httn://www.bensoc.asn.au/narcstoriesibirthparentshopeandlove.html 8119/2003 



The Benevolent Society - Hope and love Page 2 of3 

Having said this about the tough times, I made friends easily and took 
each day as it came rebuilding a support network so much so that after a 
few months in the Y some who were concerned for me, encouraged me 
to move out into a group house. I manage to get a job two weeks after I 
arrived in the city in a nearby accounts department and had a group of 
new friends around me in a short period of time and there was some 
money coming in. I made do and I really wanted to keep our baby. 

At no time was I offered, by the professionals, alternatives to adoption, 
nor literature to read, or discussed information in favour of, or against 
adoption, nor the long term consequences that I, the birth father or our 
daughter were to face. I acknowledge that I was severely uneducated on 
these extremely important life-changing issues. 

The birth was not as bad as I expected but I was alone. Her birth father 
came but was not allowed in. When our daughter was placed on my 
stomach I was too scared to even touch this little baby, I was very 
frightened. Too many people telling me what to do and I just obeyed 
them. They put me in a ward with other mothers with their babies but the 
next day the doctor thought this a g ross and unkind mistake, thankfully 
and asked for me to be moved. I thought it was a punishment that the 
staff put me there where I sobbed quietly the whole time, I have never 
been more alone and confused and frightened in my life. 

I phoned my parents three days after my daughter was born to let them 
know. To this day 24 years later we have never once discussed her. 

I have built upon my life since my first daughter was born and given 
away. My husband and I have had two beautiful daughters who have 
grown up in a sound and happy environment. I have always believed in 
"truth" and I have never hidden the fact that I have another daughter, 
both of them know of her and now as mature young ladies themselves 
they are prepared to support me in my reunion quest with their half 
sister. Neither of the girls feels threatened by the prospect of another 
daughter invading their space and their mother's love. I am proud of their 
mature thoughts and honesty. 

I am most comfortable with the knowledge that I have told those closest 
to me, those who matter the most, my children. In my reunion quest I 
have hope. I felt it would not be fair to make an attempt at finding my 
daughter without the knowledge of her birth father and subsequently we 
have now have made a united contact attempt. Although living separate 
lives with our own families we are both prepared to open the door for a 
reunion, hopefully to enrich each others' lives, maybe answer some 
questions and maybe undo the pain and suffering all parties concerned 
have endured. 

Right now my story remains in Limbo but I have a strong hope in my 
heart that one day when the time is right, my story will continue. 
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Reunion - joys and pitfalls 

This story was first published in Branching Out. 

At last, at last the long search is over! 

The day I've dreamt about for so long is finally here. It is now 29 years 
since I last saw her. A baby so small, pink and so perfect. So much has 
happened in the time between for me and, I am sure, for her. I have a 
million questions. There is a herd of elephants deep in my chest and a 
whole colony of butterflies that just won't rest in my stomach. My inner 
critic is working overtime now. All the money I have spent on 
counselling, all the skills I have learnt seem to be forgotten in this 
moment. 

We have had some telephone calls and some letters so the basics are 
covered. Why did you give me up? How old were you? What about my 
father? Family medical history, other children etc etc. 

When I first received the information in the form of an address it was so 
big. I had a million and one thoughts as to how I would handle this - what 
if she said she didn't know about being adopted, what if she wasn't 
interested, what if she said she didn't care why, who or how? 

Could I handle this much rejection? How could I assure her that I would 
not reject or abandon her again? What if I didn't measure up to her 
fantasy of what her birth mother was really like? What if she just didn't 
like me? So I took some time to just be with my feelings, although my 
first thought was to rush off, knock on the door and reclaim my child. 
(Had I forgotten she is now a grown up woman not the baby I had left 
behind?) I had waited so long, why hesitate? 

Then good sense prevailed- both my daughter and her now family would 
be in no way prepared for this. I am a Mother to others as well, what 
would it be like for me if the situations were reversed, if I were my child's 
adoptive mother? Would I be able to welcome this woman into my home, 
the birth mother of the child that I had thought of as mine all these years, 
without any preparation? No, I need time- hence the letter so carefully 
worded - rewritten many times over. 

My daughter lived overseas so our first sighting of each other was at the 
airport. I felt her come through the doors before I saw her - what an 
incredible moment! She and her baby girl, my new granddaughter! 
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It is now 6 years later. Looking back on that time there are some things 
that perhaps may be of help to others embarking on such an important 
time as a reunion. Take it slowly - the temptation to rush in is very strong 
- after all, how long have you waited for this moment? The yearning to 
reclaim this child, the feelings can be overwhelming. 

Like all relationships, it takes time to get to know one another. This is 
another adult that has grown up away from you, without your help or 
guidance, sometimes in circumstances and with parents that are quite 
different to you. BUT this is her/his family, and we need to respect that. 

Your son/daughter may have a completely different view of the world to 
you, which can come as a shock - or in fact, as in my experience, my 
daughter was/is so much like me that it was very confronting. All her 
wonderful beautiful qualities were fine, but when it came to the less 
likeable qualities (often the place where we would clash) I had to realise 
that these were also part of me. 

They may be angry, hurt and bewildered and have difficulty 
understanding how could you have given them up. Sometimes it takes 
time to work through it together. 

Of course too, this grown up person has opinions, ideas and plans of 
their own that have been unknown to you prior to the reunion, and they 
may not include you. Then of course there is her family. In my case I 
was no way prepared for a granddaughter - lovable and as precious as 
she is. I just wanted some of that precious time I had missed with my 
child. I had wanted to share time alone with my daughter. 

I wanted to give my daughter the time that was now taken up by her 
child. I wanted no other distractions - just us, but that wasn't to be, Life 
has gone on for her as for me, even though I felt parts of me hadn't. She 
was a great gap in my life, my precious daughter. She has a family of 
her own and then of course a mother and father who in the past I had 
not given much thought to. I finally came to terms with the fact that 
although I am her Mother I was not the one who did the mothering, the 
one who was there when she was sick, her first day at school, all her 
achievements, I was not the one to see her joy, pain and sorrows. As 
sad as that is for me, it is also a fact- and most probably her first loyalty 
will be to those people she calls her parents. (Perhaps one of my 
lessons is about acceptance!) 

Now what if your life has gone forward also and you have another 
partner, family and other children? What about the relationship with all 
these other people? Some will go well, others may not be accepting of 
your new found child, there may well be sibling rivalry even at this late 
stage! How do we deal with all this? How do we manage to keep 
everybody happy? 

If you haven't told your children about the adoption then they may be 

htto:/lwww.bensoc.asn.au/parc storiesibirthparents joysandpitfalls.html 8/19/2003 



The Benevolent Society - Reunion: Joys and pitfalls Page 3 of3 

hurt. New relationships will form between the children which may be 
quite separate to you - so many things that you have no control over and 
may find very difficult. Last but no means least - like all relationships in 
our lives there are many pitfalls if we want to truly relate closely to one 
another. 

Sometimes in the past I have felt my daughter is testing me, challenging 
my love, demanding more than I could ever give- perhaps more then is 
humanly possible to give; and I know, even is she doesn't, inside her 
and also inside myself there lies a wound, a wound so deep that I 
suspect it will never heal. But as long as I am able, I will work towards a 
better healthy loving relationship for us all. 

K 
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I stand before you, an almost 3D-year old woman, adopted from Vietnam at the 
age of 10 months into an unconditionally loving Australian family. I received 
private schooling, I have genuine and long-term friendships with both males and 
females, I am successful in my professional life and I have never suffered abuse. 
So considering this bliss that people call my life, would you ever expect me to 
stand here and tell you honestly, that I feel unworthy of being loved? Probably 
not. 

The only major incident I have ever experienced in my life is adoption and yet as 
a fully-grown woman, I feel unworthy of receiving love. I'd suggest the two are 
interrelated. 

I recommend you read a thought-provoking book called The primal wound by 
Nancy Verrier. It explores the affects of separation on children from their 
biological mother. Interestingly, many of the behaviour patterns that are 
documented in that book are ones that I exhibit in my own life. Now whether I 
attribute the manifestation of these behaviours to being a result of separation 
from my biological mother is another forum, but, at minimum, it's very 
coincidental! This book addresses adoption in general, and not specifically 
intercountry or transracial adoption, but the behaviours mentioned in there are 
real and common to many intercountry adoptees. You don't have to take it all on 
board, but it's definitely a worthwhile read, if only as food for thought. 

I am almost 30 years of age - so they say - and I still feel and live the reality of 
having an ingrained fear of abandonment. I am insecure in my relationships and I 
have to admit that I have little or no faith in the longevity of intimate love for 
myself. It's odd because my parents have been blissfully married for 43 years, so 
I know it can happen; I just don't have faith that it would for me. 

If I do not feel needed in a relationship or friendship, then I feel insecure. In the 
past, my subconscious strategy was usually to try and make myself necessary / 
loved / needed / liked / indisposable. Suffice to say, I'm a great employee! 

The insecurity that I feel in my relationships stems from being abandoned at 
birth. There's something in my psyche, and in the subconscious of many other 
adoptees', that says 'I must have been a bad person for my mum to not want me 
/ discard me / abandon me / leave me'. Now obviously there are no such things 
as "bad" babies. But many adoptees feel that because they were abandoned at 
birth, they must be unworthy of truly being cared for. 

In order to try and ensure that people would not leave me, I grew up 
demonstrating behaviours that I thought people wanted me to elicit. I grew up as 
a people pleaser; frequently going out of my way to accommodate someone else, 
even if it was completely inconvenient. I always feared showing my imperfections 



or encouraging conflict for fear that it would also turn people away. And this sort 
of behaviour still rears it's head in my current life. But I am getting better at 
saying 'no'! 

I have grown up with the absolute belief that anyone and everyone I love will 
eventually choose to leave me. This is the belief that has compelled me to 
prematurely sabotage more than one relationship in my time; the 'I should get in 
before they do' theory was a large part of my intimate relationships up until only 
two years ago. Alii can say is I'm glad I figured THAT one out, even if it did take 
me a while!! 

These days, my ingrained fear of being abandoned still affects my relationship 
with my parents. My adoptive parents love me more than anyone could ever 
hope for their parents to love them. But to be honest, they do not know WHO I 
am. They don't know the real me, my thoughts, my dreams, my wishes, my fears 
because I can't bring myself to show them all those things. And the reasons for 
this are twofold. 1) I have never showed them who I am in case they didn't like 
what they saw and wanted to discard me. So what I tried to be the 'ideal' 
daughter; never troublesome, challenging or difficult. It was my way to ensure 
they would be proud and therefore have no reason to abandon me. And our 
relationship is still predominantly like this. Slowly, I am trusting them more with 
the "real" me, but I still do feel more comfortable keeping them at arms length. 

And 2) I think deep, deep down, I can't bring myself to get close to them because 
one day they will leave; my subconscious tries to protect me by preventing me 
from getting too close because eventually, one day, they will die and I will lose 
my parents. Again. For the second time in this life. 

I do believe these are the reasons why I shy away from being emotionally open 
and close with my parents. I am most comfortable confiding in them via e-mail or 
telephone. In person, I clam up. For me, there is a definite sense of security in 
non-face-to-face communication with them. Why? I'm not sure. 

Interestingly, my friendships are also very similar. I am a very hard person to get 
to know because I don't reveal much. I tend to encourage people to talk about 
themselves, so I don't have to expose much about me; the rationale is, that if 
they don't know me, then they can't make a judgement of whether they do or 
don't like me and therefore, they have they can't have a reason to leave me. And 
I have to admit, that I am also extremely uncomfortable sharing my friends. One 
of my biggest fears, even as an almost 30 year old, is introducing my friends to 
each other because when they meet and find out how great they all are, then I 
get insecure that they will have no reason to be friends with me. It's really bizarre 
behaviour, I know, but it's my life! 



The Benevolent Sc,ciety - I Am Truly Blessed Page: 1 on 

- the benevolent society : c __ ' :' Ikeyword go; 
--' 

Adoptees 

• Birthparents 

Adoptive parents 

Transracial 

1& Other 

to chatroom I contact us I privacy statement 

I am truly blessed 

As an adopted person I knew that having a child would finally mean I am 
attached to someone of my blood and we would have a connection, that, 
in my lifetime I was yet to become familiar with. In some ways I expected 
to have an immediate reaction to this after giving birth, resembling an 
amazing revelation or an emotional outpouring like no other. What 
actually did happen was not quite what I expected. After the birth of my 
son I was very tired and in shock after a difficult delivery and I felt quite 
emotionless for weeks to follow. But I did feel deep joy and love for my 
baby boy and I bonded with him well. I thoroughly enjoyed being a 
mother from the word go. He was so beautiful. He was my little miracle 
and I could hardly believe he was my son. 

I have recently been reflecting a lot on my past. I believe even more so 
since the birth of my son and separating from his father. I realised that I 
had expectations surrounding the birth process. What I did expect to 
happen then is unfolding now, with each passing day. 

I look at my little boy and I don't think the reality of him being my son has 
hit me yet. It is so warming to look down at his precious face and see a 
little of me there. I try hard to remember him in my tummy and to make 
that connection that yes, he really did grow inside of me. But it doesn't 
seem real for some reason. It is like it just hasn't twigged. Time is 
passing by so fast. I wish it would slow down so I can cherish my time 
spent with him even more that I do already. But I am continually 
reminded of just how much I am blessed by my little boy everyday, as I 
continue to learn to accept each day as it comes. 

I try so hard to picture him so small again but my memory fails me. It's 
almost like I cannot link my pregnancy with his birth. I remember being 
full of anticipation and in awe of the changes that a baby brings and I 
couldn't wait to meet him. But I found it hard to believe that I had a little 
life growing inside me and I struggled to picture him there. Was it simply 
too much of a miracle to comprehend? 

Earlier on in the same year in which I fell pregnant with my son, my 
adoptive mother suddenly became very sick and within a short time she 
lost her battle with cancer. This was the saddest and most dreaded 
experience of my life. Suddenly she was gone. I know that the pain of 
losing my mother will never go away. I will change and grow continually 
and the pain I feel will come and go and take on different forms, but all 
the while her memory will not ever leave me. 
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After my adoptive mother had passed away, the desire to know my 
biological mother decreased. I believe I was protecting my adoptive 
mother this way. I was somehow making a statement to her, "Yes, you 
are my mother and I love you dearly even though you aren't here with 
me now. You are alive in my heart and your memory will live on in my 
son's life and in generations to come. My desire to know my biological 
mother does not interfere with the fact that you are my mother. You 
loved me and accepted me unconditionally all the days of my life and I 
am so grateful to you. I love you and miss you terribly and thank you for 
loving me mum." 

Stating this helped me to avoid any confusion I had in my desire to know 
my biological mother and the role in which she would take in my life. 

Since having my son, my interest to know my biological mother grew 
stronger once again and I wanted to make one last attempt to make 
contact with her. I needed to make contact with her now, before it one 
day being too late. I know the weight of this regret would consume me 
for a time. I obviously can't control the outcome, I can only try my best to 
put the pieces of my life together. 

I have made attempts to make contact with her over the years and I 
have had no response. She has lived her life keeping her secret of 
having a child hidden. Of late, she feels that it is just too late to take on 
the consequences involved in knowing me now at this late stage of her 
life. I personally am trying my hardest to understand this, but I am 
consoled as I hold on to acceptance as my companion. If only she knew 
that all I want from her is her consent to allow me to care for her. 

But now, I am a mother myself. I am not just a daughter. The role of 
being a mother has surpassed that of my role as the child and daughter. 
My origins are still important to me, but it has all taken a back seat to 
raising my son and meeting his needs throughout his life. 

Adoption is something I am left to feel unsure about since meeting my 
biological mother. I no doubt see adoption as necessary in some 
circumstances, being that of those which are in the best interests of the 
child. But from a very personal perspective I believe it impacts the child 
deeply from the very beginning in utero. I identify with and relate strongly 
to other adopted people and their own personal sufferings. We seem to 
share similar personal issues that could possibly be a consequence of 
being adopted. From personal experience these issues include feelings 
of rejection, fear of abandonment, identity issues, sense of not 
belonging, separation anxiety, attachment problems, commitment 
issues, and at times a deep sense of loneliness and loss. 

After having a child myself, I cannot comprehend how a woman could be 
separated from her child and not be deeply affected by it and this 
extends to the child as well. It is so abundantly clear that a bond 
between mother and child can not be severed, even by separation. 
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The Ties that Bind:a fractured existence 

This story was previously published in Branching Out 

As a child I felt forbidden to indicate interest in my origins for fear of 
hurting my adoptive mother. 

During genetics class I didn't want to draw attention to myself by pointing 
out that the assignments were meaningless for me who had never seen 
the colour of my parents eyes or hair. I feigned indifference about the 
people who gave birth to me and completed the genetic assignments for 
the phantom girl my adoptive parents never had. She had brown hair, 
brown eyes, stood 5'7" tall and had a weak heart. I had brown hair, blue 
eyes, stood 5'5" tall and had a cold heart according to my adoptive 
mother. 

Like many adopted children, I found it easier to accept the prescribed 
story that I was special and to pretend I was fully interested. But, 
although the rest of the world seemed not to notice, there was no 
escaping the fundamental differences in mentality and temperament 
between my adoptive family and myself. 

My childhood was an endurance test. Could I hang onto the shreds of 
my happy, independent birth personality until I was finally able to leave 
home and become my true self, or would I forget my true essence during 
the years of playacting sad, angry roles? At night alone in bed I danced 
with princesses and tried to remember. 

As an adult adoptee I had built a strong, happy and interested life, albeit 
with some obvious missing parts and irritating problems which dogged 
me no matter how often I moved. But I liked my life and others mostly 
viewed me in a good light. 

The break up of yet another short-term relationship began to corrode the 
edges of the 'successful' lie I was living. What eventually prompted me to 
make contact with my birth family was a certainty that I had learned as 
much as I cared to about being strong and independent and that my life 
could continue as it was or I could challenge myself to relate differently, 
better to people. 

I was told that there is a strong desire for the reunion story to have a 
fairy tale ending. We are all burdened by some hard issues, and we'd all 
like to feel that we can grow beyond out difficulties. When a reunion 
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story is told everyone wants the meeting to be the resolution so that they 
are encouraged to face their own inner demons. 

I don't know what I expected to bring back from meeting my birth family. 
At the very least, I hoped for my genetic heritage. In my fantasies I 
expected it to heal all wounds. 

Those of us who decide to search get caught up in the momentum of our 
decision. We travel backward into time toward ourselves at the same 
time as we travel forward to our reunion. I began to connect to the 
feelings I had around abandonment and the pain, grief and terror 
surfaced and overwhelmed me. It felt a lot like madness most days and 
frightened me considerably. For the first time I felt out of control and I 
wondered if I'd ever regain my footing again. In a way the answer is no -
there can be no tuming back to the person I was when I was denying my 
feelings. 

Intellectually I had made peace with my adoption, but meeting birth 
family isn't an intellectual experince and quite quickly I realised that 
feelings were going to surface whether I wanted them to or not. 

My birth family is a loving, generous and close one. During this first few 
months of phone contact I began to feel inadequate, just as I had as a 
baby. When you get given away at birth you come to believe you're 
flawed. All the problems in my life which sprang up, then became an 
extension of the things I was feeling about my adoption and it was an 
intensely difficult time. Our first contact had an unreal quality to it. I 
thought our genetic link would be so strong that I would instantly bond. 
But instead I heard complete strangers talk about their lives and I 
wondered how I could trust that these were genuinely my parents and 
not just any couple who had relinquished a girl. 

Our meeting reassured me that I am my mother's daughter. We are the 
story everyone imagines. We look alike, we have the same sense of 
humour, the same temperament, interest and tastes. I loved my sister at 
first meeting, more deeply that I have loved most people in my life. We 
are very different, yet entirely similar. We're cut of the same cloth as they 
say. I feel ambivalent about my father, but I cannot deny the genetic 
bond. 

Their story is an old, tired one. They were engaged in the 50's when life 
was more judgmental and she got pregnant before the wedding. They 
were young, ashamed and worried that people would count months, so 
they put me up for adoption and told the world I had died. 

I came home from the reunion more confused than healed. I struggled 
with my grief and angry feelings. Why hadn't these people valued me 
enough to lie to the world that I was premature rather than claim I was 
dead? How was I ever gong to integrate all this new information? 

htto:/ /www.bensoc.asn.au/parc stories/adoptees _ties.html.html 8/19/2003 



The Benevolent Society - The ties that bind Page 3 of3 

Adoptees have two existences. I see we are people who are never 
whole, never completely at home with ourselves. Ours is a fractured 
existence. I think I immigrated so I could openly declare my foreignness. 
Being an immigrant meant I had a good excuse to feel out of place. 

It can take a long time for adoptees to begin to feel. I know now that 
nothing is going to heal my abandonment issues and that I need to learn 
to relate to them in an adult manner. We can stay where we are, try to 
remain comfortable and not feel much, but what then is the point of it all? 
We never return the same person once we've experienced pain. 

I miss my brave personality, which fell victim to the feelings that surfaced 
because of the reunion, but I'm proud of the person I have become. 
Someone who can finally openly feel, who has honest relationships and 
who can stick with a problem long enough to find a resolution. Someone 
who is learning to be a part of a loving family (with lots of trepidation), 
but slowly acquiring new relating skills and wasn't that the whole pOint? 

"I have been given a gift. The gift of my past and with it has come a 
lesson. I have learned the telling of the truth, the act, is where the 
answer lies. It is what I need to do in my own life. It is no easy thing to 
do. It is an act of courage. No matter how different our lives may seem, 
the lessons we need to learn are the same. Every life is about making 
choices. Do we choose to love or hate, resent or forgive, hurt or heal, 
run or be brave?" (source unknown) 

R, adoptee. 

. I . . PO Box 239. Bondi NSW 2026. Australia 1 parc@bensoc.asn.au 
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'rhe Day I Threw My Guilt Away 
by Shpila Ganz http://www.unlockingthctleart.com/guilt.htm 

Randomly scanning the familiar women's section in the bookstore, my eye caught 
the title "How Could You?" a book about rr10thers without custody of their children by 
Harriet Edwards. She had three children, was married and had left them. 

For her book, she interviewed mot"ers who had also left their children in search of 
a saner or more fulfilling life. Their stories told of abuse, alcohol, extreme exhaustion 
and the need to devleop and expand their talents in the the world. 

The thing that stood out the most for me was the author's stance on not feeling 
:.juilty for leaving her children. The feminist in me wanted to support her right to take 
':harge of her life, but the title kept rattling around in my brain. 

I had spent countless tearful nights rehearsing my explanation to my relinquished 
'laughter. Each time w'3iting for her forgiveness. Each time knowing in my heart that 
only her forgiveness could free my soul from its tortuous knowledge - I had given my 
baby away .. at birth .. to strangers .. to the great unknown .. to the fathomless world. 
What worse crime could I commit? I felt the anguish of our separation even before I 
gave birth. 

Years of wretched waiting. Then miraculously, when she was 13, a friend helped 
,ne write the first letters to find the adoption agency and pass on medical 
information. It was some months after that, that my friend told me she, too, had 
surrendered a daughter for adoption. 

When the agency confirmed that my information had been received and passed on 
co the family, I walked around elated and stunned, The world looked and felt 
different. I knew my daughter was alive. 

My nocturnal conversations intensified. I was really going to get the chance to tell 
her. I wanted to get the words just right. 

"I didn't want to give you away. I had no choice. I love you very much .. always 
and forever .. " 

I was 20, when I got pregnant, 21 by the time I had you, I would explain to my 
daughter. When my parents found out, they decided to put me in a home for unwed 
mothers. We went to visit one in Boston. It was dark and the women in charge wore 
uniforms. No way was I going to stay there. I made my own plans. If I saved $50 a 
week for four and a half months I would have $1000. 

I was the fall of 1968, I had a job with an insurance company. I made $62 a week 
and lived at home. I didn't buy anything more than transportation and cigarettes. I 
saved my money. A friend helped me buy a car. She was engaged to be married. 
She was doing it the right way, I was much too ashamed to tell her I was pregnant. 
Only my family knew. 

I decided to go to Los Angeles, California, and have you by myself. It was the 
furthest point in the country away from my parents, who wanted to hide me away 
like a criminal. 



I was an artist, a painter. I wasn't into selling my work or giving it away. There 
',lIas no doubt in my mind that I would keep you. I bought a map and charted my 
':ourse. 

On January 1, 1969, I put my first car on the road. It was a '61 Saab, red with a 
';unroof. A couple of days later, I packed my car with my things, including art 
supplies, my favorite Chinese prints and the sculpture of a bird I was working on. 
3irds are my favorite animals. I always wanted to learn how to fly. My father helped 
me pack the ca r. 

I stopped off to visit my sister. She was going to U of Mass in Amherst. I stayed 
,'or a couple of days and then headed across the country. 

Sunday morning, January 19, on a deserted counry road just east of Pittsburgh, I 
hit a patch of ice at the top of hill. My car skidded out of countrol. It spun around, 
bounced off the guard rail on the other side of the road and flipped over. I was 
thrown out the side window behind me and got caught at my knees. I was pinned 
under the car, lying in a pool of gasoline. I had just put out a cigarette. My pelvis 
was fractured. I was five months pregnant. Those few seconds changed the course of 
our lives. 

I was in the hospital for two months. With my car totalled and no place else to go, 
1 went into a Salvation Army Home for Unwed Mothers. It was on a hill and I was on 
crutches. I got off that hill twice in those two months before you were born. To this 
day, I don't know where I was on the map. And, I had to pay to be there, which was 
close to all the money I had. 

Two days after I gave birth to you, I got to hold you .. for about ten minutes. I 
was struck by two things: how much you looked like me and that life is a miracle! 

The social worker with her clipboard, acted like adoption was a matter of paper 
work. She didn't give me any options, or ask me what I wanted to do. She had 
several couples waiting for you. 

After holding you, I wanted even more to keep you. I went down the hall to the 
pay phone and called my parents to ask if I could bring you home. They said, "No." 
With hardly any money and no place to go for help in starting our new life together, 
our fate of separation was sealed. 

I had no choice. And yet, I always had this nagging feeling that there must have 
been something I could have done to keep you. In all these years, 22 of them now, I 
have never for one fraction of an instant believed that giving you away was "the 
right thing to do." 

Then, a month after your nineteenth birthday, I found you! My search for you was 
full of lies and agonizing delays by the agency, but there were some incredible 
moments, too. Like the day I got your birth certificate. Proof of your existence! 

Boarding the plane to meet you, I remember thinking, "When I come back, I'll be 
a mother." 

That's not quite the way it went. You were very reserved. You hardly looked at 
me. I was there for nine days and we spent a total of three hours and 20 minutes 
together. I have only one photograph of the two of us together. Taken by your 
college roommate. It's slightly out of focus. I've joked with friends that this is the 



nerfect picture of (lur !·clatioolship. 

I told you what happened, but you didn't <lsk many questions or have much to 
say. You weren't really ready to be "found." Though, reconnecting with you, my 
'aughter, did make me feel more in control of my life. ." 

. Atter meeting you, I knew I was going to have to reassess my private theory 
':lout the nature of my forgiv~ness. ~ realized I couldn't put the burder. of "saving '_ 

;tty soul" on you. I needed to find a way to forgive myself. r 

I had been reading books on metaphysics for over a year. The Seth books by Jane 
,toberts were particularly intriguing. I gave you one of her books. Have you ever 
~ead it? 

I had wonderful dreams from the stories and began to feel that unlimited positive 
energy in the universe. I worked on loving myself more and opening my heart. It 
took months of meditation and visualization. 

With all of this, I still felt the guilt of giving you away. I hated myself for giving on 
to the pressures. For not dOing what I felt was the right thing to do. For being weak. 

And then, I read "How Could You?" written by a woman who didn't feel guilty 
3bout leaving her children. She wasn't ashamed of saying It, or putting it in print. 
Her ideas began to chip away at a belief I thought was set in stone. 

One sunny weekday afternoon in San Francisco, I went out to do some errands. 
The radiO in my car was blasting out a pop song. I was dancing with one hand and 
driving with the other. As I turned the corner and headed up the slight incline, I had 
a sudden inspiration to throw my guilt out the window! My guilt floated out to sea 
and I haven't heard from it since. 

Later, it occured to me that "guilt" is an intellectual "idea." Very different from the 
gaping holc I feel in my body and spirit because you're not here with me ... your 
mother. 

Guilt is the bent posture one takes for doing wrong in traditional society. I had 
shamed my family by getting pregnant, by having sex out of wedlock. That's a whole 
other story, I was denied my motherhood by mother, my father and the social 
worker. I was punished for my "sin" by not being allowed to keep my baby. We were 
separated to cover up the shame .. "in your best interest and mine." 

I believed my powerlessness in the situation was a fault, a sign of my ineptitude. I 
fell into the old victim mentality, where the victim wears the responsibility that 
belongs to the Victimizer. 

Freeing myself from society's yoke of guilt made me see how the judgmental self
righteousness of one group of people can blind them into believing that they have 
the right to take advantage of the misfortune of another group of people, and their 
power is so destructive as to take you, my child, away from me and your birthright 
away from you. 

By telling our stories, we take our power back. 



Pulling Two Lives Together 
By Laura http://www.unlockingtheheart.com/two_lives_.essay.html 

"Tell me The Adoption Story again!" I would ask my adoptive mother every night 
.efore I went to bed. I would be 011 tucked in, under the covers, warm and safe r 

.'rom all fear and uncertainty. 

,'1y mother would smile and start telling me the story o~ how much she and my 
adoptive father wanted a precious baby and how God had sent me to them. She told 
me of the first time we had all met. I was 6 1/2 months old. I happily went to my 
Jdoptive mother right away, 
Jut cried hysterically every time my adoptive father tried to hold me. 

\ would olways laugh at this part of the story and say that 1 was probably afraid of 
his mustache. She said that she took me to a window at the adoption agency and let 
me watch some children playing on a playground outside. 

·,'hen she would tell me how they took me home and that all our relatives came out 
of the woodwork to see me. She said that I slept all the time, but I would wake up 
whenever relatives came over to see me and hold me. 

i really loved to hear The Adoption Story. When I asked my mother about my 
biological mother, who I would call my "real" mother, she would tell me that she was 
21 when she had me and that she wasn't married. I imagined that my mother was a 
hard-working college student at the time and that she probably did not have the 
time or the means to raise a child. I understood this decision and was not angry 
with her. 

'Jnce, I asked my mother what my name had been before I was adopted. She told 
me that she would call the adoption agency and find out for me. The next day, she 
told me that my name had been Annette. I found this a strange and plain name. I 
didn't really like it, but when on with my juvenile life as it had been. 

Time went one and I would think about my biological mother constantly, especially 
throughout my teenage years. At times, it was painful and I felt a horrible loss in 
the pit of my stomach. I could not explain it to anyone and didn't even try. 

I spent many nights sobbing alone in my bedroom, and if my mother found me with 
tears in my eyes, I couldn't explain why. At the time, I really didn't even know why 
I felt the way I did. This continued for several years and still 
happens periodically. 

When I was 16 years old, my mother told me that she needed to tell me a few things 
about me life, because she felt that if I did not know these things, then I would be 
living a lie. I was curious about what she was talking about. 

She explained to me that when my biological mother was born, the umbilical cord 
had wrapped around her neck and had asphyxiated her, causing her to become 
mentally retarded. She then went on to tell me that when my mother was young, a 
pan of scalding hot water or oil fell on her andseverely burned her to the point that 
she needed plastic surgery. 

My parents were going to a wedding that weekend and told me that they would leave 



.ut all the information they had about my adoption for me to look at while they were 
10ne. 

When I looked at all the information, I found out that she is also mildly 
schizophrenic. ,also saw that ther8 is absolutelY no information about my hiological 
father, which leads me to believe that I am the product of a rape . 

. 't :s difficult ~o explain 'low I felt as I read this information about my mother. :t was 
as if a bridge had finally connected the past to the present. Part of my history was 
now real; it wasn't the fantasized thoughts in my head. So much more became clear 
~o me--about myself and about my biological mother. My heart went out to her 
more than ever before. I felt rompassion that I n8ver knew existed as I read about 
her a nd cried for us both. 

That was five years ago. I have thought about my biological mother every day since 
·;hen. I would love to find her and my adoptive parents are completely supportive, 
I-tut I'm not really sure where to start or how to go about it. 

i wonder why she hasn't tried to find me or if she has the capabilities. I also wonder 
why none of her brothers or sisters have tried to find me either. It hurts me when I 
see other postings on the internet or read stories about birth mothers searching for 
~heir children. 

I wonder if she thinks about me, if she would like to see me, if she's mentally able to 
understand what happened to her and to me. I wonder if her family would be happy 
to see me. 

In my fantasies, I see her and her family inviting me into their world and making me 
feel as if I've been there the whole time. I realize the chances of this happening are 
slim. 

I want to look into the eyes of someone who is biologically a part of me. I want to 
feel skin that is the same as mine. When I look at myself, I don't feel like I know 
who I am looking at. 

I need the reference point of my mother. I really want to know her name. That 
would mean so much to me--just a name. Next, I want to hug her. I want her to 
hold me in her arms and then maybe I would feel something that I had never felt 
before, although I'm not sure what that something is yet. Maybe belonging or 
familiarity. 

I want to laugh with her and cry with her. I want to see where I've come from. I 
want to see what could have been. I want to know the truth: am I the product of a 
rape? I don't know how to feel about this if it is true. I'm not sure how one is 
supposed to feel when one is conceived from a violent act. There were never any 
after-school specials about that. 

I also want to take care of her if that is what she needs. I want to help her if she 
needs it. I want to do all I can to give her any assistance she needs. 

Most of all, I need to pull everything together. I need to pull my adoptive family and 
my biological family together for myself. I need to pull my life from conception to 6 
1/2 months into the life I know past that. I need to pull my adoptive family and my 



biological family together ~:>r myself. I need to know more 3bC'ut my birth and my 
,.,re- birth time. 

:: need to pull it all together so that I can feel like a whole person. 

: don't Know if seeing or meeting my biological mother will fill the void in my heart 
:most say it won't, that I need to do that on my own), but I need to know the truth 
,bo~~ myself in order to completely be myself. c need to see a rar': of m~ 
somewhere else in this life for me to finally realiz:e it to be real. 



)n Tuesday, April 17, 2001, Sheila testified to the California House Judiciar/ 
Committee along wit!) Ron Morgan, adult adoptee, in support of AB 1349 authored 
:'y Assemblyman Anthony Pescetti. AB 1349 would give adult adoptees 
'fflconditional access to their original birth certificate and adoption records. After L 

lUch debate the Judiciary Committee voted to holc!-')ver the Bi!1 until the next (l 

;ession when amendments could be m3de to the Bill. For more information go to: 
http://www.caopen2001.org/hearingPR.html 

Here is the testimony Sheila gave. Because she ran out of time she could not read 
all of it. The * indicates the two paragraphs she had to omit. 

"Good morning, my name is Sheila Ganz and I am a birth mother. i have been a 
.. esident and voter in San Francisco since 1979. 

Nhen I was 20, I was raped and got pregnant. This was in 1968, before abortion 
was legal. When my parents found out they wanted to put me in a home for unwed 
mothers. I didn't want to do that, so I got a job, saved my money, bought a car and 
:,eaded out for California from Massachusetts to have the baby by myself. In 
...anuary 1969, I totaled my car just east of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. I was pinned 
I.lnder the car with a fractured pelvis. I was five months pregnant. I spent two 
months in the hospital recuperating and then with no place else to go went into a 
Booth Memorial Home for Unwed Mothp.rs. It was on a hill and I was on crutches. I 
had no way to make a plan to keep my baby. Being from a middle class family I 
didn't even know about welfare. Two days after I gave birth to my daughter, I got to 
hold her, for about ten minutes. I then immediately when down the hall to the pay 
phone and called my parents to ask if I could bring her home. They said, "No." The 
day I signed the relinquishment, no one promised me confidentiality. But I secretly 
made a promise to myself that some day I would find my baby - to know if she was 
all right and to tell her that I love her and how much I've thought about her. 

After that, I have to admit I spent a lot of years feeling like a victim. But when I 
started to tell my story and when I found my daughter, I began to feel the power of 
the truth. 

In 1999, I was one of 500 birth mothers who put their names on a full page ad in The 
Oregonian in support of Measure 58, which gives adult adoptees in Oregon 
unconditional access to their original birth certificate. For a brief moment, I thought 
I would be the only one to sign who had conceived in rape. It turned out that many 
birthmothers put this beSide their name. 

They realized that keeping secrets lets the abuser get away with it. There are 
hundreds of birthmothers and birthfathers in California who support the civil right of 
adult adoptees. And there are some who have not yet joined our ranks. But, their 
silence cannot deter you from this historic hour. 

We, adoptees, birthparents and adoptive parents, are here today to ask the Judiciary 
Committee to pass AB 1349 so it may go to the House floor and give the state of 
California the opportunity to restore the rights of adult adoptees, which have been 
denied them since 1935. It's time for adult adoptees in California to be recognized 
as full citizens. To graduate from the children's table. So that they, too, may know 
the power of their truth. 

In 1988, the same year I found my daughter, I was inspired to make a documentary 



. Jnlocking the Heart of Adoption" that examines tne lifelong impact of adoption on 
ddoptees, birthparents ar.d adoptive parents in same race and transracial adoptions. 
'. will be screening the nearly completed film at the 5th Pan Collegiate Conference on 
the Mixed Race Experience at Harvard University this coming Saturday. 

':'111 all of the reseClrch and people I have talked with over the years I have never 
;,eard of an adoptee maliciously outing their birthmother. But I have heard about 
lots of abuses in the adoption process. Where birth parents have been told their child 
had died and they hadn't. Where birthparents were lied to about the kind of 
adoptive family their child was placed with . 

. "'here adoptive parents were lied to about the health and cultural background of 
their adopted child. And where adoptees have been lied to about everything from 
the fact of their adoption, to their race, their ethnic culture, to their birth date. AB 
::.349 is not about reunions. It's about rights. 

*As a parent, I am appalled and saddened that my daughter is discriminated against 
'lY a law that denies her the full rights as all other citizens, just because she is 
adopted. I ask the committee members here today who are parents, would you sit 
back and do nothing if your child was being discriminated against? 

Ne are asking the House Judiciary Committee to bring some measure of 
dccountability to the adoption process. By recognizing the civil rights of adult 
adoptees you will enrich our society by giving all of our adult citizens equal and full 
rights and privileges under the law. 

Birthparents and their children do not need protection from each other. But, we do 
need you to break the shackles of second class citizenship and arm us with our truth. 

Thank you for voting Yes on AB 1349." 



The Painted Bird 
dy Deb Schwarz, DebSPR@aol.com nttp:1I207.'198.64.222/voices/stories/index.ntml 
;he search and reunion of adult adoptees with their birthparents is a very 
misunderstood experience. Talk shows highlight the poignant embraces while 'Movie 
,Jf the Week~' attempt to show the societal implications. Many pF.ople (including 
:oobyists for dosed records) label adoptees "disloyal", "ungrateful" and even 
jJsychopaths". What is not fully understood is the adoptee's quest leads to 

,;or,lething much more iife altering and long lasting than a warm embrace: we find 
I),ur identity. 

,n many ways the search process can be equated with "coming out of the closet". 
Over the years, we dutifully propagate a 'shameful secret' that began with our 
',onception and birth. Society has over the past century tried to protect our identities 
by seal,ing files, telling our birthparents to forget about their indiscretion, and 
adoptive parents to raise us as their own. The sad outcome of this is that the very 
person these practices are supposed to protect, is hurt. To grow up with no sense of 
~oots, heritage, or why you have that quirky smile, is damaging to children. But as 
"survivors" we learn to adapt and bury our pain. 

As I began my journey to find my birthparents, I had no idea what I was in store for. 
Like most, I began wanting medical and heritage information but during the course 
of it, I have found much more. I have a more complete picture of who J am, and 
what my purpose in life is. I have peace and understanding. I no longer live under 
the shroud of secrecy. The truth has set me free. 

In March 1996, I found my birthmother. (see "Bittersweet Reunion") Through 
support groups and books, I had heard of the pain that birth mother's experience 
from relinquishment and a closed system. Despite my preparation, I was saddened 
beyond words to learn of the extent of my birthmother's suffering. After our 
bittersweet reunion, she began to revert back to her old coping mechanism and 
denied me as her daughter. You see, two years after I was born, her brother had a 
baby girl. To cope with her loss, she pretended this baby was me. Her delusions 
landed her in a mental ward, where she received shock treatments and drugs. Every 
April, the month of my birth, she landed back in the hospital. 

At the time of our reunion, she was also coping with the news that her breast cancer 
had spread. This news prompted me to the realization that the "other side of the 
equation"-birthfather medical information, was a critical piece to my well-being. 
Luckily, I had the means to find him. Within minutes of meeting me, my birthmother 
revealed a secret she had been carrying for nearly 37 years. The father named in the 
agency records was wrong. She had been dating a guy in grad school, who had jilted 
her. During the summer of 1959, she met a handsome undergrad from Dartmouth. 
They had a brief affair. At the end of the summer when she discovered she was 
pregnant, she went home and saw a counselor. He advised her to name her long 
term boyfriend since, with a teaching fellowship, he would be more likely to marry 
her. He didn't, and she never revealpd the truth to anyone. 

Armed with my birthfathers name (which was ironically the name of the town my 
adoptive father had grown up in), I called the Dartmouth alumni office. I learned 
where he lived. I called the library and they faxed his photo to me. I still remember 
the trepidation when I stared at the fax machine and the pixels of a familiar face 
stared back at me. I had found my birthfather. 



:'JOVI the dilemma was how to contact someone who was never told they had a child? 
::ertainly discretion, a sense of humor and facts were paramount. I penned a letter, 
;canned in photos of both my mother and I, and contacted an AOL adoptee volunteer 
:lear where he lived. He delivered the letter to him at his office on May 3. I paced for 
-'lours. The phone rang just once several times in a row. I finally signed on to AOL to 
Jet solace from my 'cyberfriends. There was a message from my father! The email 
:.vas entitled "Your Letter". I nervously read it, fully expecting a denial. "Thank you 
~or your letter", he wrote. "It is conceivable (excuse the pun) that I am your 
biological father. You kind of look like me. And I was in Penn State that summer. I 
would like to meet you," Amazing!!! I had set my expectations that this was going to 
~1e an uphill battle. How can someone who never knew be so welcoming? 

Unfortunately the letter went on to explain some devastating news. Almost every 
single female, including his sister and mother, had breast cancer. He, in fact, lost his 
sister to the disease when she was only 36 (my age!). He offered to take a DNA test 
~o "make sure" (as long as the OJ jury didn't render the verdict)--yes, he had my 
c;ense of humor! 

We embarked on a daily email correspondence. At first I was hurt that he didn't call 
me, but it became clear that he (and I) were writing comrades. He shared his fiction, 
I shared my hopes and fears. We developed a bond that grew stronger every day. 
When I went on vacation to Scotland a month later, I took my laptop. A day without 
his emails would be a dreary day. I was on an exciting journey of discovery. 

Our similarities are uncanny. I am a market researcher in the software industry. He 
owns a software company and prior to that was a market researcher! During my 
college years at Wake Forest, he also moved to North Carolina: we lived an hour 
apart. Our writing style is eerily similar. 10 years ago, he was the Director of Market 
Research for the president of my husband's company. And we both remember an 
amazing incident. When I was four years old, I approached a man in a NY airport and 
called him "daddy". He remembers the same incident in the same airport at the 
same time. These types of coincidences I believe is a result of the universe trying to 
"right itself" from the universal laws that are interrupted by adoption. The 
synchronicities are too frequent and too uncanny to explain otherwise. 

Needless to say, the DNA test results showed our kinship with a 99.95% surety. We 
still email every day. And we have spoken several times on the phone. Each time, 
the emptiness inside diminishes and I feel more whole. 

Early on in our correspondence when I was disheartened by his jealous wife's jabs 
and my birth mother's denial, I sent him BJ Lifton's book, Journey of the Adopted 
Self. He was surprised to see his (our) step grandfather's, Jerzy Kosinski's novel, The 
Painted Bird, as one of the chapter titles. The passage refers to a little brown bird 
who is caught by a sadistic peasant, who paints it's feathers. When the bird is set 
free and searches for its flock, the garishly painted bird is pecked by its kin who 
don't recognize it, and falls from the sky. When I re-read this passage, I smiled and 
thanked Jerzy for his legacy of enlightenment. I realized that I was the little brown 
bird, rejected by it's own. But as I wash off the paint (years of pretending to be 
someone else), I will once again fly with my flock. 



Regrets 
By ElisaMB@aol.com http:;/207.198.64.222/voices/stories/index.html 
:..ately, I've been asking myself a lot of questions. Why haven't I ever been able to 
say, like some other birth mothers do, that for this or that reason, adoption was the 
lest choice for my baby and for 'lle? Is it just that I am of a highl)1 opinionated 
lature, that I prefer to see things as white or black but never gray? Is it because my 
'r'!itial hopes and dreams for my ~aby's life and for my own subsequent life have 
~een shattered? Why has my sense of loss increased rather than decreased over the 
years? Am I just a selfish and spoiled ingrate? Why have I never been able to comes 
to terms with my life sentence to birthmotherhood, or with my son's fate to live his 
:ife as an adoptee? 

. am highly opinionated and headstrong. 1 do prefer to see things as either black or 
Nhite. ! tend to ignore the gray areas in between. If I had to give my overall 
personal philosophy of adoption, it would be similar to my personal religious and 
political philosophies: I believe in absolutes. I eschew relativism wherever possible. 
'\nd yes, I'm a spoiled and selfish ingrate. 

When it comes to answering the "How" and "Why" questions, however, I am forced 
to set aSide my absolutist tendencies and to review the relative givens and facts 
surrounding not only the period of time when I was pregnant, but all that has 
happened to me and to my surrendered child since we parted ways. This is where 
the rubber finally meets the road. Because what has happened to each of us since 
our sepven pretend, that I was not equipped to become the best mother in the world 
to my baby. I was not a teenager. I was a few credits away from obtaining a 
'Jachelor of arts degree from an Ivy League university. My parents had the resources 
to help me, and even if they hadn't, I had the wherewithal to help myself. I was not 
addicted to drugs or to alcohol, to caffeine or to nicotine. When the most prestigious 
infertility specialist and obstetrician in Philadelphia offered his outstanding obstetrical 
services to me pro-bono in exchange for surrendering my baby to one of his private 
infertility patients, I turned him down. I searched out the best maternity hospital in 
the area, and found a way to finance the hospital bills. I borrowed a friend's car to 
go for my prenatal visits. I attended birthing classes accompanied by my mother. 
Throughout my pregnancy, I researched all of the alternatives I had available. I 
sought out counselors of every kind, from clergymen to social workers to adoptees, 
to family and friends. I sought out any birth mother I could find (in 1976, there were 
not very many willing to admit it) and asked questions about her deCision, and about 
life since relinquishment. I asked everyone for help and advice in making the 
decision between adoption or single parenting. 

I earned my first 4.0 in college that term, due probably to taking naps between 
classes. I won several academiC awards that semester. The baby was due in July, 
which was perfect as far as the academiC calendar was concerned. 

As soon as the baby was born, the social worker from the adoption agency came to 
the hospital with a lawyer. They said that the baby's father had never returned the 
forms relinquishing his rights but that this presented no great problem. The lawyer 
simply needed to place a small legal notice in a German newspaper. If the "alleged 
father" did not come forth to claim his child within two weeks of publication, his 
paternal rights were forfeited. 

The night before I signed the papers, I beseeched my mother to help me keep my 
son. She told me that I was strong enough to do what was best for the baby, and 



',hat my son needed a family with two parents. In the morning, I signed the papers 
ind :eft the hospital. Yhe social worker said she would be taking the baby to a foster 
'amily that same day, and then to his adoptive famiJy. That was the first of many 
l1.ntruths I was later to discover. ' 

. ow here are the facts, as they unraveled after I gave ufo' the baby. I left the hospital 
nd went home to my !,arents' house, where I had not hE'en welcomed since the fifth 
ontr of the pregnancy. No one mentioned the baby. My mill: came in abundantly, 

ven though I had taken those little red pills. My parents bought me a plane ticket to 
iami and to San Juan, and sent me on a little vacation. I cried only late at night, 

Ihen there was no one around to see or to hear me . 

. y valiant new boyfriend had spent the summer trying to convince his parents that I 
as the woman he wanted to marry. My future father-in-law objected more to my 
on-Anglo-saxon heritage than to the fact that I was a tainted woman. Several 
onths later, I numbly repeated my wedding vows. 

y husband knew what he WitS getting into when he chose this fiery Cuban as his 
ride, but neither of us had the slightest idea how deeply "birth motherhood" would 

ect our marriage. I fell in and out of deep depressions all the time. My husband 
s always very supportive. If anything, he tended to overdo it, blaming himself for 

, ot having married me sooner, so that we could have raised my son together. And 
t ere's the biggest rub: ever since my sori's infancy, I have been acutely aware of 
t ,e fact that my husband could have been my son's adoptive father. Preston would 

ave married me, in fact sooner, had I decided to keep the baby. My son would now 
ave his four little half-sisters. I would not trade my four subsequent daughters for 

( e world, but I also know that, had I never married, I would have made an excellent 
ingle mother to my special-needs son. 

1 stead, this is what my son got: a set of unrelated adoptive parents who are less 
ducated than either myself or my husband. Parents who are financially less 
dvantaged than we are. An adoptive father who appears to have abandoned his 
ife and their two adoptive children when my son was less than twelve years old. An 
Ider adopted sister who is so protective of my son that she writes to me that her 
ultiple-handicapped brother is "fine" and to leave them alone. 

s you can see, I have many regrets. They are not just based on fantasies. There is 
ne "what if," however, that I wish to share with you now. 

few months after I'd located my son, but before I had seen him, I was having a 
nversation with my brother-in-law and next-door-neighbor, *Gary. My older sister 

nd her husband had been trying to conceive their first child for a long time. Gary 
as trying to make me understand how awful it is to face the possibility of never 
aving a child of one's own. By then, I was 
uite hardened in my opinion about infertile couples adopting other peoples' babies. 
y soo had probably been adopted by such a couple. 

ventually, our conversation came around to the day I went home from the hospital 
ithout the baby. I remembered very little, but Gary had been at my parents' house 

t at day, and he remembered everything. Right after my mother and I had walked in 
t e front door, my father had led Gary into the kitchen and whispered: "Where's the 

aby?" 



.1 the ter, yCol & which had passe:d ~in~c that day, no one had ever mentioned this . 
• :ad my father asked me that question, or hacl my brother-in-law told me at the 
. ime, I would have immediately hailed a taxi back to the hospital to reclaim my son; 
o hell with the papers I had just signed! 

sometime:; slruggle uver whom, "r what, i need rnlls~ to "forgive and forget": 
'yse;r, my father, my hrother-in-Iaw, or my God? 

xcerpted from CONFESSIONS OF A LOST MOTHER by ElisaMB@aol.com ; 
1996) ISBN 0-9650795-0-::1 
tt .1l.lwww.petorojects.netlelisa.htm 

or 
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Joanna Murray-Smith 

The author 

Joanna Murray-Smith is a Melbourne-based 
playwright, screenwriter and novelist as well 
as a regular columnist with the Age. Her work 
includes the novels Truce and Judgement 
Rock, and the plays Love Child, Atlanta, 
Ridge's Lovers, Angry Young Penguins, 
Nightfall, Honour, Redemption and Flame. 
Bombshells was filmed for broadcast by ABC 
television in 2002. 

Honour was first read at the New York Stage 
and Film Festival in 1995 by Meryl Streep, 
Sam Waterson and Kyra Sedgwick, and was also produced on Broadway 
and in San Francisco. Since then, Honour has been performed 
throughout Australia and New Zealand, in Korea, Portugal, Mexico, 
Turkey and Malaysia. It also ran in Brazil for over a year. 

Nightfall had an acclaimed production in 2001 at the New York Stage and 
Fiim Festival, where it starred Richard Schiff and Patricia Wettig and was 
directed by Max Mayer. 

Several of Joanna's plays have been adapted for European radio, 
including Redemption, which was recently produced by BBC radio. She 
recently completed a film script for Hollywood and is in the final stages of 
her opera (written with composer Paul Grabowsky) entitled Love in the 
Age of Therapy, which will be produced by Opera Australia. Joanna's new 
play, Rapture, will premiere at Playbox Theatre Company in 2002. 

Featured work 

Judgement Rock (Penguin, 2002) 
In search of a rare orchid, Iris arrives on an island in wild Bass Strait. She 
is seduced by the landscape's strange beauty, and by the hope that she 
might one day find the flower that haunts her. Noah, the lighthouse 
keeper, is as remote as the island he guards, yet Iris is drawn to him. The 
relationship that unfolds binds her in a silent, powerful hold. Then a lone 
sailor is shipwrecked on their shores, and the delicate balance of love, 
duty and passion changes forever. As tensions rise, Iris comes to realise 
that three is never a good number for an island. 

Nightfall (Currency Press, 1999) 
The doorbell rings. They open the door. On the porch stands a young 
woman. Emily and Edward Kingsley have dreamt of this night for seven 
years. At the same time, however, they have shared the dread that their 
dream may turn into a nightmare. But nothing could have prepared them 
for the decision they must face which will change the nature of their 
relationship forever. This taut and compelling drama closely examines 
family, love and commitment. 

Honour (Currency Press, 1995) 
What happens when a comfortable middle-class, middle-aged marriage 

http://www.statelibrary.vic.gov.auiwritersontheroadimurraysmith.html 
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suddenly stalls? When shared values and responsibilities no longer 
coalesce? When the opportunity arises for one life to b" renewed, but al 
the expense of another's happiness and security? And how does this 
impact on the rest of the family? A provocative drama that challenges 
notions of honour, a sense of decency and the belief that love will prevail. 

'I'his site is managed by the Writers on the Road (;o-ordinator 
Public Programs. State Library of Victoria, 328 Swanston Street, Melbourne, Victoria, Australia 
3000, Telephone number: (03) 8664 7281 

!late created: 15 July 2002 
Last date modified: 15 July 2002 
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State Library of Victoria, 328 Swanston Street, Melbourne, Victoria, Australia 3000 
Telephone number: (03) 8664 7000 TTY (03) 9639 7006 

http://www.statelibrary.vic.gov.au/wri tersontheroadlmurraysmith.html 9/8/Z003 



Sunday 

n/~ 

Page 1 of2 

1 OOOs of new & llsed cars 
for sale with pictures 

ninemsn home I web search I people & chat I shopping I mobile I hotmail I n,Qw~rrent affai[§. , membership I 

Home 
Cover stories 
Cover transcripts 
Political Transcripts 
Investigative Files 
Film Reviews 
Arts & Profi les 
Feature Stories 
Vote Results 
About Sunday 
Meet The Team 
Help & Feedback 

Search Sunday 

More ninemsn news 
Sunday 

Become a ninemsn 
member and 
subscribe to the 
Sunday newsletter! 

BECOME A. MEMBER 

Already a member? 

r.t:!ign In,;J 

No remorse as worst killers found guilty 

Playwright Joanna Murray-Smith 
April 16, 2000 
Reporter: Max Cullen 
Producer: Marianne Latham 

Australians ... mnemsn latest news 

"Sometimes when I'm watching a play of mine," says playwright, Joanna Murray
Smith, "I have the sense that it doesn't come from me. It's been written by 
someone who's totally on my wavelength and whom I admire very much," she adds 
laughing, "but it isn't actually me." 

Joanna Murray-Smith sees herself as a still-evolving artist, whose works are not yet 
as good as they will one day be. Even so, she is already highly revered as a 
playwright. According to Aubrey Mellor, artistic director of the Playbox Theatre, the 
attachment of her name to a Melbourne theatre season is a guarantee of a sell-out. 

"They love her," he says "because she's a personality, she's articulate, she's an 
interesting woman, and because she's about things that we are thinking about. She 
is thinking internationally. She doesn't write plays about the backyard." 

Her plays are being produced internationally: In Britain, Malaysia, Japan and even 
on Broadway, where her play Honour was seen by 40,000 people. Honour was also 
read in a theatre festival by Meryl Streep and Sam Waterson. 

"Meryl Streep was fabulous," says Murray-Smith. "But the lovely thing about her 
was that she was very funny. She was actually hilariOUS. The humour in the piece 
was much stronger than it has been in the Melbourne production, although in terms 
of quality of performance, Julia Blake was every bit as good as Meryl Streep, if not 
more." 

The acclaimed Australian actor Julia Blake so liked an earlier play of Murray
Smith's, Love Child, that she asked to be In Honour, which is a stylistic treatment of 
the oft-told scenario of a husband leaving his wife for a younger woman. 

"It's the fact that she takes a basic story that could be material for the Women's 
Weekly or a soap opera, but she gives it a stylistic treatment that makes it a very 
literary work," says Julia. 

"She's wonderful with words. It's very Intelligently treated and she peels away the 
layers of those people, those characters, until you get right to that green, raw little 
bit in the middle of the onion, as it were." 

Joanna Murray-Smith's latest play Nightfall, which opened this week at Sydney's 
Wharf Theatre, is the dark story of a middle-class, middle-aged couple whose 
memories of an early event are starkly different. 

"I was interested in the idea of memory and how to make theatrical the complexity 
of what memory is and how subjective it is. Two people can have the same 
experience but recollect it differently," says Murray-Smith. 

"So even though the play goes into other areas. It goes into all kinds if areas; it 
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goes into family dysfunction and sexual abuse and various kinds of contr('lVel sial 
areas ... to me the play Is about memory." 

Joanna Murray-Smith, however, doesn't just write plays. This talented writer is 
currently working on her second novel, a libretto for an opera with Paul Grabowsky, 
and a romantic comedy for Paramount films. 

Nightfall runs until May 3 at Sydney's Wharf Theatre. 
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Transcript of an interview with Joanna Murray Smith, author of Honour 3' 51 
The interviewer was Nicky Barranger and the interview took place in December 2002 

Joanna Murray-Smith 

The play is the dissection of a marriage. It's about the consequences of a man 
who goes off with the younger woman - the consequences of that event on 
himself, on the wife that he leaves, on the woman he leaves his wife for and on 
the daughter. It's the older story in the world. There is nothing at all original 
about the storyline of Honour, but what perhaps makes it distinctive is that it's 
written in a particular way where we view that experience from all fours 
perspectives .... 

Nicola Barranger 

JM-S 

... The four being the husband, wife, the lover and daughter 

Yes. And perhaps predominantly what we have seen less often is that story 
told from the viewpoint of the wife. I've always been incredibly fascinated by 
the idea of this woman who has willingly sacrificed her own career. She's not 
resentful of the fact that she's given up her own professional potential in order 
to be a wife and mother. But she has given up a lot in order to love well. And 
just when she should be reaping the rewards of that sacrifice, she's abandoned 
and she has to re-invent herself 

NB But you couldn't call it a feminist play - it's seen, as you say from all angles 

JM -S Well, that's true. Some people have seen it as a feminist play in the sense that 
we are looking at female roles, which are very complex in terms of their 
sensibility. But it is not feminist - not in any obvious way. The audience 
comes to the play expecting to hate the husband. In fact they can't. I think it's 
partly because he represents a problem that most of us have experienced, or an 
aspect of experience that most of US have had, which is choosing between love 
and passion. Or at least examining the question of whether historical love, (in 
other words love that is based on experience and history and having children 
together), is ultimately more valuable than passionate love. Can long-term 
love be passionate? Can passion be inherent in a long-term loving 
relationship? Or does passion have to be new? And because he represents that 
quandary, we all identify with him. 

NB Let me quote a line from Honour "I intend to become a very good writer, but 
I find it so pathetic so indulgent to express that wish" That must be you, 
(speaking) surely? 

JM-S Perhaps that's an expression of being a young writer - of feeling that every 
man and his dog or every young woman and her dog, says they want to be a 
writer. ... 

NB ..... a very good writer .. 



:M-S A very good writer. But I think what's important about that, is that what we 
see is a young woman's ambition. What she sees in George is a kind of literary 
giant - someone who is her mentor. That gives us a clue in that what she loves 
in him is his literary prowess - his importance in an arena that she aspires to, 
rather than an emotional attachment. It's not that she's consciously exploiting 
him but rather that she doesn't understand yet what real love is. She thinks 
love is about what it can do for her. She thinks of George in terms of what he 
can do for her. She is in love with that potential. What she comes to realise at 
the end of a play is that love is something much more ambiguous and doubting 
and gracious. 

Nicola Barranger, Bright Sounds 
the National theatre is not responsible for the content of other web sites 
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Morejheatre features 

Love hurts 

Claire Armitstead on a new play's searing portrayal 
of middle-aged marriage 

Monday February 17, 2003 
The Guardian 

What is the saddest portrait of 
marriage you can call to mind? 
Perhaps it is the flibbertigibbet 
Gwendolen of Daniel Deronda, 
shackled to her lecherous, bullying 
husband. Or maybe it is Jennifer 
Aldridge, from The Archers, turning a 
blind eye to Brian's affairs in the 
desperate belief that she can't be hurt 
by what she doesn't see. 

To this desolate roll-call add Honor and George, from Honour, 
a new play about to have its British premiere at the National 
Theatre. They are an apparently happily married couple in 
their early sixties, whose marriage is torn apart when George 
conceives a passion for a younger woman. 

Both George and Honor are high-achievers. "I loved you for 
your talent," he tells her, in one of their heart-rending 
confrontations. However, after years of devotedly supporting 
her husband's career as a "great thinker" while raising their 
daughter, Honor has not got round to achieving much for 
herself. 

It is a horribly familiar picture. What is clever about Joanna 
Murray-Smith's play is that she does not allow her audience to 
dismiss George as either a cad or a silly old fool. She 
encourages you, if not to sympathise, at least to understand 
why he would fall for a beautiful, clever 30-year-old. She gives 
him a speech about the limitations of love that cannot fail to 
send a shiver of recognition through anyone who has ever 
witnessed, or had, an affair. "In the end," he says, "don't we 
love ourselves just that fraction more? Isn't it about how we 
feel, how love makes us feel? It's so sweet to love another. It 
fills me out as if, as if before I was not quite whole, as if my 
blood was thin, my breath shallow - our love lost its vibration. It 
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became iiQii1lal, :ost itself." 

Honour is the second of five plays Murray-Smith has written 
and the first to come to this country, though her name has 
spread far beyond her native Melbourne: Honour was picked 
up for a New York reading by Meryl Streep and has been 
performed on Broadway. You can see its appeal: not only has 
she created a wonderful part for an older actress (Eileen 
Atkins at the National), but she deals with difficult areas of 
family life in a brisk, elegant dialogue that could almost be 
described as Pinteresque, except that it lacks his elusiveness. 

"With Honour, I was interested in telling a story that has been 
told a million times before, but telling it in a different way," she 
says. "Certainly on film, we usually see that story from a 
husband's point of view. We rarely hear from a middle-aged 
woman who has willingly sacrificed her life for marriage and is 
abandoned at the very point where she should be reaping the 
rewards of that devotion. It's a poignant place to be." 

It is not a place where Murray-Smith is ever likely to find 
herself. In her late thirties, she has combined marriage and 
two children with an increasingly successful career. Shortly 
after her first baby was born, she was due to take up a wr~ing 
scholarship. She was about to back out when her husband 
volunteered to take a break from his job to look after the baby. 
The result was Honour. 

In some ways the play's predicament is that of an older 
generation. "Honor doesn't quite identify with feminism. She 
never doubted what was the right thing to do." But for all the 
apparent freedoms of the post-feminist age, certain 
fundamental choices still apply. In London for the start of 
rehearsals, Murray-Smith has just made one - and is feeling 
anxious about leaving her children, now eight and 22 months. 
"I'm on the brink, really: only just holding it together. It's all right 
when everything is going well, but when it's not - when the 
baby is ill - it all starts crumbling." 

She admits that she may be feeling this way because she has 
had a particularly busy year, with four productions in 14 
months. But the underlying issue is always there. "I thought I 
could have it all until I had children, that it was just a matter of 
ambition and good organisation. Now I'm not so sure. It will be 
interesting to see when my generation reaches 60 how many 
have abandoned careers. I think we've reached a peak as far 
as having careers and families is concerned. And, of course, a 
lot of women don't have a choice anyway." Her own 
background was privileged in the choices it offered her. Like 
Honor and George, her parents were literary. "The world my 
parents belonged to was confident at expressing ideas, but not 
good at expressing their inner lives. I was attracted by the idea 
of seeing what happened when you tumed their lives inside 
out - removing them from their confidence. My plays are all, on 
llne level, an examination of the conflict beween the head and 
the heart." 

So why theatre? "It is very good at examining small situations," 
she says. "Film flouts the claustrophobia of domestic stories. 
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It's aways trying to open them out - t:ieatre relishes the details. 
I think Honour is high drama, but it doesn't have a car chase." 

Cinema deals with reality, said Jean-Paul Sartre, whereas 
theatre deals with truth. And truth encompasses just the sorts 
of ambivalences that Murray-Smith explores in Honour. 
George isn't all bad; nor is his lover, Claudia, simply a selfish 
bimbo. She is just young and infatuated with her own sexual 
power, and longs to belong to a sophisticated literary world. 
The husband, the wife and the mistress together face the 
fundamental question of life - what is love? 

. Honour previews at the National Theatre from Friday 

Guardian Unlimited © Guardian Newspapers Limited 2003 
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Love Child: A Summation 

It has now been several months since Love Child ended. During that time, I've 

taken time to decompress and reflect upon the entire experience. It is strange, this art that 

I have been studying over the four years. I had often thought I would come to college and 

just "polish: what "talent" I possessed. However, this journey of not only directing Love 

Child but of my process as an artist has been quite different from anything I originally 

anticipated. 

Regarding the text itself, Love Child had several unique challenges. The first was 

the rhythm of the dialogue. Although this text was written in English, it was written by an 

Australian. Having spent several months in the country, Australians have a distinct way 

of speaking that is slightly different from Americans. More than their accents, they tend 

to speak more rapidly and their tone has a more musical quality to it. Their way of 

speaking is different. However, because I did not want to use dialects, finding the rhythm 

required some effort on my part and the parts of the actresses. There were several 

Australian references and slang tenus that needed to be changed to fit in with my concept 

ofthis story taking place in America. One example was "nappies," an Australian tenu for 

diapers. The other huge challenge in the script is at the end when Billie is revealing the 

truth to Anna. The dialogue is back and forth with lines being cut off and with the 

emotional intensity rising, it results in four pages (textually) that are very difficult to 

simply read and comprehend. 

This overflowed into one of the toughest directing challenges of the production. 

These pages required a great deal of time and tenacity to detail so that it would flow in a 



believable and realistic time. One of my strengths as a director is actually one of my own 

personal weaknesses. That trait is expectation. During the rehearsal process, I was never 

in a hurry to move on or get to the next section. I wanted to tediously work on each part 

and thoroughly examine what was happening in the scene between the two women. There 

were many nights when we would only work on two or three pages. In fact, we did not 

even have a full run-through of the show until two weeks before opening. This is 

completely different from how any of us had ever worked before on a show. Yet, this risk 

yielded a show, although far from perfect, that had a strong foundation with many layers 

and textures. 

On the flip side of every great strength is usually a corresponding weakness. I 

think my weakness as a director showed itself in my relentlessness. Although I am not a 

loud, demanding director, I am very opinionated in knowing what I want and how I go 

about pursuing it. I really pushed my actors and expected their best one hundred percent 

of the time. I often gave a lot of notes and suggestions but sometimes was not quick to 

give the positive feedback of what they were doing. This was not intentional because I 

thought that no other actors would have done as well as they did in these roles and I 

wanted to guide them to a place they had not been to before in their acting. Karen Kessler 

advised me on a couple of occasions to, "Remember, actors are like children. They need 

to feel that they're doing a good job, otherwise, the quit working and trying to please 

you." It just reminded me that the closer we approached opening night, I tried to focus on 

the positive aspects only, so that come opening night, they were ready to play their parts 

confidently, trusting all the work we had done together. 



As an actor, 1 still have a much longer way to go than what is evident through my 

directing. 1 feel 1 have a great understanding of what is good on stage and how to pursue 

truth on stage. Through Love Child, 1 was able to watch to actresses fight against simply 

acting out their own interpretations of these characters. 1 saw how that they wanted to do 

"good acting." What 1 saw was that good acting is a result of understanding their 

character a person is playing and simply responding how that character would respond to 

situations and other characters in a play. This can only be done when an actor is 

responding moment to moment in what is happening, and this can be quite scary. It is 

much easier to return to old habits and tricks that can make a scene emotional but not 

believable. Both actresses grew into their roles. Even when we had completed our run, 

one told me, "I can't believe we did that show." It is amazing how you work so hard on 

something, do it, and then can't believe it all came together. In a nutshell, that is the 

acting process. Seldom, does it work to get up and just do a scene. It requires this weird 

ability to do all the work and research into a text and then perform the scene without 

thinking of the work. 

The lessons 1 learned along the way include patience and trust. Patience is 

realizing the work cannot be rushed or hurried. Great art takes time to develop and 

cultivate. Each individual artist needs to be educated, but ultimately, find what works for 

himlher. In directing this show, 1 took my own chances and proceeded in the way that 

worked best for me, not how others had done it or how 1 had been taught, but taking all 

that 1 learned and discovering what worked best for this project. The trust was believing 

in the work 1 was doing and trusting my actors by giving them freedom to experiment and 

bring to the table their own ideas, fears, and frustrations. 



The only thing I would have changed would have been the amount of work we 

did on the end of the production. I had one professor who felt that the end was as not as 

specific as the rest of the work we had done. Part of it was time. We simply ran out of 

time to work certain sections, but also, I had not really thought and analyzed what had 

happened for the play to end the way it did. It is exciting though, to know that although a 

great effort was made and much was accomplished, there is still a journey to be taken in 

developing my skills and talents. There were also many questions I had about the show 

and I still do not know ifI was able to fully answer or even understand them. This show 

allowed me to go back to the basics about why I love and enjoy theatre. It is the art of 

creating, experimenting, and risk, not knowing if the product will be a success or not. 

Was Love Child a good show or even a success? I honestly do not know because the final 

product and any applause were never my goal. What I learned was that I am my own 

artist, in my own way and in my own time. 

This mirrors the experiences and lessons I've gained from my time at Ball State. 

It does not matter how much I ever "succeed" in this business or even if I ever make it to 

New York or L.A., but how I live my life as an artist. What does this art of theatre mean 

to me and what does it look like for me to live that out in a real way? I know I'm not an 

artist who would spend years waiting tables and going to auditions hoping for her break 

because that is too many years where I would be pursuing a dream rather than living it. I 

look at the faculty members at Ball State and see artists not professors. To them, it is not 

about being in Muncie, Indiana but about creating and growing and loving their art, their 

passion. I see them and see people who have success. They are spending their lives doing 

what they love and too few of my fellow peers may never make it that far. They are 



simply too caught up in being cast and announcing where they are going after graduation, 

instead of seeing themselves first and foremost as a human being and secondly, as an 

artist whose craft will take the rest of their lives to cultivate and develop. 

For myself, I am grateful that when I graduate next month, I can proudly say my 

growth as a person, as a woman, and as an artist has only started. My journey is just now 

beginning and although I do not know what the road ahead entails, I do believe the 

theatre will always be an integral part of my life. 
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