
Jessica Thomson felt she didn’t fit in at 
home, but a long-lost relative supplied 
the missing piece of her identity

I met my grandfather for the first 
time last summer. He got out of the 
car, trembling slightly under the 

weight of five lost decades. A nervous 
grin lit up his face as he embraced my 
dad, his son, for the first time. As they 
pulled apart and turned to face us, 
they could have been brothers, lost 
in time.

My dad was adopted just after he 
was born in Scotland and swiftly 
whisked away to South Africa where 
his new dad worked. He had always 
known that he was adopted but never 
really gave much thought to the mat-
ter. Too busy skipping school to surf 
the False Bay waves, he felt like he 
didn’t need or want to know the 
details of whatever sad circumstance 
resulted in a new-born baby being 
given up in the late 1960s.

Dad met mum and had children – 
me and my brother – in South Africa, 
but we moved to the UK when I was 
eight to be closer to my mum’s par-
ents. They lived in the same tiny Cor-
nish fishing village as every one of my 
aunts, uncles and cousins. I was quite 
a shy child and never truly fit in among 
my confident, larger-than-life, golden- 
haired family. We never had those 
classic bonding scenes. No embarrass-
ing photos of us in the bath as toddlers. 

I loved science and reading; they 
preferred football and video games. I 
was anxious where they were extro-
verted; sarcastic where they were 
straightforward. I felt like I must be a 
bit weird. Broken, maybe.

My dad had told me that somewhere 
in Scotland I had another family that 
I’d never met. In my imagination they 
were more like me, perhaps a lineage 
of fiery-haired fierce Scottish women, 
or Romantic poets. I never thought I 

Meeting my 
grandfather 
helped me 
find myself

would get to find out. When 
asked, he would always say the 
same thing: “Nobody ever gives 
up a child because their life is 
going to be happy.”

Then, in his 50s, my dad 
received an email out of the 
blue. It was from a woman who 
was trying to find him – having 
been paid by his father, my long-
lost grandfather, to do so. He hes-
itated to respond. After all these 
years, why would his birth father 
be reaching out now? Then she 
sent pictures. 

Tom was the spitting image of 
my dad. Lean built, strong brow, 
aquiline nose, wide jaw. Where 
my dad’s hair was peppered with 
hints of white, Tom was the silvery 
finished product of time. My 
brother, at 18, was also the double 
of both my dad and Tom. There was 
no doubt in anyone’s mind that he 
was my biological grandfather. And 
he had found his only son at last.

Tom and my dad began to email 
each other directly, sharing stories 
and family pictures, and the story of 
how a child was given up was explained: 
a teen pregnancy; strict parents who 
sent their daughter away and banned 
the father from seeing her or the child; 
a headstrong teenage dad who refused 
to sign the birth certificate in protest 
upon learning that his son was being 
given up for adoption and that there 
was nothing he could do to stop it. Tom 
hadn’t seen the mother since. 

In one of life’s miracle moments, we 
learned that the similarities between 
them stretched far beyond their looks. 
My dad had spent his whole adult life 
working on oil rigs in countless coun-
tries from Mauritania to Brazil, South 

Korea to Norway. Of all the jobs pos-
sible, how could it be that Tom had 
lived the exact same life, the same 
mechanical rig-hopping existence, 
somehow narrowly avoiding meeting 
the son he had never really forgotten? 
They had been dancing around each 
other for years, never coming together 
until now.

There was more. My dad had always 
wanted to be a journalist but his adopted 
parents couldn’t afford to send him to 
university, so he had to choose between 
joining the army at the South African 
border or the merchant navy. He chose 
the latter, and the rest is history. 
Tom, it turned out, had loved to write 
his whole life too, penning stories from 

his cramped rig 
cabin desk. They 
had a passion for 

words, a spark that has ignited in me.
When Tom made the long journey 

from East Renfrewshire to the salt-
crusted corner of Cornwall that we 
called home, I began to see myself 
reflected in the two of them. We have a 
similar cadence in the way that we talk, 
we use the same gestures and cannot 
bear Marmite. This newfound similar-
ity was so comforting. I wasn’t a black 
sheep after all.

I had always thought that I was 
made more by nurture than by nature. 
But when Tom entered our lives, I 

How to trace your 
biological family
Lara Wierzoch works at 
Birthlink.org.uk, helping 
people in Scotland find their 
birth relatives. My biological 
grandfather contacted her at 
the beginning of his search 
for my dad. I asked her how 
she helps people find their 
biological family.

“Contacting birth family 
can be a big step and can 
bring up many feelings from 
the past,” says Wierzoch. 
The first step is to get a copy 
of the original birth 
certificate then register on 
the government’s Adoption 
Contact Register. This is 
where adopted people and 
their birth parents can 
register whether they do or 
don’t want to be contacted.  
“If there is a matching 
registration, we will support 
the adopted person and 
birth relative in getting in 
contact with each other.”

If there has not been a 
match, an adopted person 
can use Birthlink’s search 
service to trace through 
public records of births, 
marriages, and deaths. If that 
succeeds, she recommends 
asking a mediation service 
like Birthlink to contact the 
birth relative. “The mediator 
will share information and 
letters but more importantly 
is there to support the 
emotional side of things,” 
she says. “You may be ready 
to get to know your birth 
family, but they may not be 
in a place to do so. People 
will sometimes get back in 
touch in a few months or 
years when they feel more 
comfortable. Sadly, we find 
some may have passed away.”

When it comes to what to 
say to your birth family 
“there is no rule book”, she 
says. “Take your time. We 
suggest starting with a short 
letter, introducing yourself, 
perhaps a little about your 
life and your family and a 
few questions you have.”

found the missing puzzle piece of 
my identity: South African by birth, 
Cornish from my mum, Scottish 
from my dad. I like biltong, pasties and 
deep-fried miscellaneous foods. I sun-
burn instantly like a Scot, yet 
always forget to wear sunscreen like a 
South African. 

Being found by Tom stirred a sense 
of pride for the people that I had come 
from, both Cornish and Scottish. 
Every member of my family, from 
each end of the country, made me who 
I am, through blood and through all 
the wonderful experiences we’ve had 
together. The mystery of where I had 
come from was solved, and in know-
ing Tom, I got to know myself as well.

We have 
a similar 
cadence, 
same 
gestures, 
can’t bear 
Marmite

 Clockwise 
from top: Jessica 
with Tom, her dad 
and brother;  
father and son at 
their first meeting; 
Jessica’s father 
in his 20s; and a 
young Jessica  
with her father
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