



[image: Cover]













[image: Book Title Page]

















Copyright



Copyright © 2017 Jacqueline Mroz


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form without written permission from the publisher, except by reviewers who may quote brief excerpts in connection with a review.


ISBN 978-1-58005-616-8


ISBN 978-1-58005-617-5 (e-book)


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data for this book is available.


Published by SEAL PRESS


An imprint of Perseus Books, LLC


A subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. 1700 Fourth Street Berkeley, California


sealpress.com


Cover Design: Faceout Studio


Interior Design: Cynthia Young


Distributed by Hachette Book Group


E3-20170509-JV-PC














To Simon, Lucas, Will, and Owen,
for all their love and support.













Introduction



It’s a cold winter day, and my sister and I are sitting at her kitchen table, drinking tea against the cold. We hover over her laptop, checking out profiles of sperm donors on the California Cryobank website. It reminds me a little of the shopping trips we sometimes take together—except this time, instead of browsing the latest styles in dresses and shoes, we are shopping for the man who will father her child. Will it be the tallish anthropology student who likes to hang out with friends and resembles football player Drew Brees, or maybe the blond, blue-eyed athlete who enjoys traveling and spending time with his family, and who looks a bit like actor Paul Bettany?


Profiles of exceptional men parade before our eyes. We bookmark a few standouts and consider paying the extra $250 fee to view the donor’s childhood photos, staff impressions of him, and a facial features report. It’s a little surreal, like The Handmaid’s Tale for men.


That’s when my sister tells me something incredible. She’d been on a website for single mothers, reading through a forum for women trying to conceive, when she came across a message from a woman who had had a child through a sperm donor. This woman had just found out that her daughter—conceived with a sperm donor—had seventy-five half siblings!


The woman had used an open donor so that her daughter could get in touch with her biological father when she turned eighteen, but she now realized there was no way her sperm donor was going to be at all interested in any personal contact with her child.


My sister is understandably upset.


“This is freaking me out! I can’t believe a child could have seventy-five siblings. I don’t know what I’d do,” she says.


The thought of my niece or nephew having that many half siblings is worrying. There were so many things to consider: would my sister ever get to know the other families? Would her child be able to contact the biological father? How could the donor possibly keep track of all his kids or maintain relationships with them?


Still, I’m fascinated. Could one sperm donor actually have fathered nearly a hundred children? What does it mean? I’m intrigued and find myself pulled into an investigative journey that will ultimately make me reconsider the very definition of family and the concept of identity.


I speak to my editor at the science section of the New York Times, and he, too, is curious. He wants me to start digging and confirm the story. As I begin my research, I learn that seventy-five kids is, in fact, a relatively small number. There are much larger groups out there—including one that is comprised of 150 children.


It’s unfathomable. The most children I’d ever heard of one man having are a dozen or so (think Anthony Quinn). But 150! I quickly calculate: that means that in 800 years, one donor could have millions of descendants. To put this in context, Genghis Khan, during his global rampage, is thought to have sired the equivalent of 16 million descendants.


I’m curious to find out how we got to a place where a man could father so many children. As I begin looking into it, I’m surprised to discover that America’s fertility industry is only loosely regulated. Compared with countries such as Britain, which strictly regulates its fertility industry, the U.S. is the Wild, Wild West of baby making.


Here, anything goes.


My New York Times story, “One Sperm Donor, 150 Offspring,” generated an extraordinary amount of publicity. It was the Times’ most emailed, most viewed, and most blogged story of the day, and it was picked up all over the world. The Today Show interviewed me for a segment it did on my piece. People were interested. People wanted to know more. Clearly, it had hit a nerve.


Through my story, I was able to meet several mothers of the 150 children I wrote about—all born with the help of Donor B155A. They were by any measure a secretive group, unwilling to talk to the press or be identified publicly. But some of the mothers were different. Susanna Wahl, for instance, wanted her kids to know who they were and where they came from. And she didn’t keep secrets. She took her children on a remarkable cross-country trip to meet as many of their half brothers and sisters as they could. I’ll share more of her story in Chapter 3.


Susanna’s experience is just one example of the remarkable changes taking place in human society’s central organizing element: the family. And these changes will have profound and widespread consequences on the future of how human beings connect with one another. Today’s blended families, gay couples with kids, and children born out of wedlock are almost unrecognizable in makeup compared to the traditional nuclear families of the 1950s. Regardless of how the pieces of today’s families may differ from those of a half century before, they all share the same bonding agent: love and kinship.


In the past few decades, the number of women who have decided to reproduce without a male partner has exploded, a development made possible through the growing sophistication and accessibility of assisted reproductive technology. The number of lesbian couples and single women using sperm donors to have children has transformed how families are created today, giving women new choices about how they’d like to structure their family. This change started slowly, but now hundreds of thousands of children are born through donor eggs or sperm in the United States every year and more than one million people born through donor gametes worldwide.


As for the sperm donors, in most cases, they were never told how many kids they would father, or the sperm bank lied to them and said it would only be a few. The concept of having any real relationship with dozens, perhaps hundreds, of offspring must be mind-boggling. One sperm donor who is in touch with his multiple offspring uses an Excel spreadsheet to keep track of them all. He’s not sure what he’ll do if more of his children are born.


Meetings between sperm donors and their offspring are also becoming more common—especially as it’s become easier for children to find their donors through genetic testing and online searches.


It’s very difficult to quantify how many of these relationships are taking place—or even how many sperm donors or donor-conceived people are out there. That’s because nobody is keeping track—not the federal government, not the sperm banks. No one. That’s one of the biggest complaints that critics make of the fertility industry in this country. The most accurate numbers for donor-conceived children are probably on the Donor Sibling Registry (DSR), a website that serves donor offspring and sperm donors, and those are self-reported by the families. However, Wendy Kramer, the founder of the DSR, says that of the 2,800 sperm donors in her database, there have been 1,400 donor to offspring matches (as of March 2017). That means that more than a thousand sperm donors have become connected to their children. And that number is probably even higher now. It’s a remarkable concept to consider—all these new and complicated families that are being formed at this very moment.


Of course, scores of offspring means dozens of half brothers and sisters. How do donor children make sense of their place in the world when they are one of so many? Not knowing the identity of one’s parent can be devastating for some, leading them to relentlessly search for clues as to who they are.


Andrew Solomon, author of Far from the Tree: Parents, Children, and the Search for Identity, says that children and adults search for their identity to get a sense of who they are and how their experience of their life or their world differs from other people. But he notes that there are particular challenges associated with being a donor child, and that it can be even more difficult for children who have multiple siblings.


“I won’t say that it’s exactly the same as any other childhood, because it’s not. There are complexities and nuances and layers to being a donor child. And I think some of those children do grow up with a real sense of yearning,” says Solomon. He knows about this well because he and his partner used an egg donor and surrogate to have their son, George.


This search for identity is leading more and more donors, parents, and donor-conceived children to look for those who share their biological and genetic background. For many of these people, the genetic ties they share create powerful bonds between them.


Chase Kimball was a prolific sperm donor in his youth who was never able to have children of his own. He later started searching for his biological offspring. His story is told here, too.


Then there is Ryan Kramer, a child born through a sperm donor. When he was just ten, Ryan started searching for his donor, which inspired his mother to create the Donor Sibling Registry. It would eventually help thousands of families connect to their donors.


A profound need to answer this question of her children’s identity is what led Susanna Wahl to take her kids on their cross-country odyssey to meet their half siblings and extended families. The journey expressed her unusual vision of “family,” one that is different from most everyone else’s; it bleeds the boundary between family and the rest of the world.


I’ll examine these stories and more, and how they fit into the history of fertility in this country and elsewhere. I’ll also look at how politics—and the lack of regulation of this country’s fertility industry—affects those who use sperm banks.


There are troubling society-wide implications to sperm donation as well. For example, some donor children are inheriting rare and serious genetic illnesses from their sperm donors and spreading them throughout the population at a rapid rate, which I’ll share more about in Chapter 8.


How did this all come to be?


It began in 1790, when a fearsome Scot named John Hunter helped a couple have a child by performing the world’s first artificial insemination. But over time, the fertility industry began to exploit couples that were trying to conceive, along with the fertile young men and women who could help them.


Like a detective novel, this book will go back to the roots of the fertility industry, trace the steps that led to the case of Donor B155A, and examine the impact it had on the 150 children he fathered.


Note to the reader: Due to the sensitive nature of some of the material in this book, some of the names of the people that I interviewed have been changed. When only a first name is used, it means that person’s name was changed. When the first and last name are used in the book, that is the person’s real name.
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Finding a Father


A Young Boy’s Quest to Discover His Donor


When he was still very young, Ryan Kramer became deeply curious about the identity of his biological father. His mother had conceived him through an anonymous sperm donor when her husband discovered he was infertile, so Ryan had no idea who his biological father was. But within one year his mother and the only father he knew had divorced. His father had had issues with addiction, so Ryan’s mother retained full custody. When Ryan was a small child, only around two years old, his mother, Wendy, told him he’d been born through a sperm donor. She believed that it was best to tell children at an early age where they came from.


When he was only a toddler, Ryan, a bright boy, started asking his mother questions about his real father. Who was he? Did he look like him? What did he do for a living?


“When I was two years old, I asked my mom in preschool, ‘So did my real dad die or what?’ I always knew that my father wasn’t my real father. It was never an issue for me. It was just a part of who I was,” says Ryan. “And I really appreciated her openness and honesty.”


Academically, Ryan excelled in math and science. But no one on his mother’s side shared those interests. Ryan wanted to know if his biological father worked in the sciences. Was that something he’d inherited from him? Perhaps this was something they had in common?


In fact, Ryan was so precocious as a child that when he was six years old, his mother had his IQ tested. It was 181. (Anything over 140 is considered genius.) The boy was a prodigy. Ryan went on to graduate from high school at age fourteen, and when he was eighteen, he’d finished one of the most difficult college science programs in the nation. He loved playing with numbers. Once, bored on an airplane, Ryan memorized Pi out to forty digits. His favorite formula is the definition of a derivative.


But his curiosity about his father persisted. Ryan thought about him all the time.


“When some children are told they were donor conceived, they feel desperately curious. They feel like a part of them is missing, and they can’t be whole until they find the answers,” says Ryan. “I always felt like a complete person, but it was still important for me to know where I came from. I felt like I could have been happier if I had an understanding of my genetic roots.”


His mother, Wendy, understood her son’s need to find some key to who his father was and what he was like. And she wanted to help him find any half siblings he might have. She would ultimately spend nearly a decade helping Ryan find them.


“It’s about honoring that curiosity,” says Wendy. “Some moms try to minimize the place of a donor in their child’s life. But to kids, it’s half their genetic identity. My son told me, ‘I just want my donor to know that I exist.’”


There were times when Ryan was desperately curious about his father, and other times when it was in the background, says Wendy. But she wanted her son to have a sense of his ancestry, and she told him as much about her family as she knew. Still, it wasn’t enough for Ryan. He had to know about his father’s side of the family, too.


Wendy knew the sperm bank wouldn’t help her (they generally don’t give out this information to families who have used sperm donors), so she started a Yahoo group to help donor siblings connect. She thought, if her son was curious, maybe other kids were curious, too. When they started getting media exposure for the concept, Wendy and Ryan created the Donor Sibling Registry website in 2000 when he was just ten years old. This website helps donor children and their families find their half siblings and donors.


Wendy firmly believes that people have the fundamental right to information about their biological origins and identities, and her website is a testament to this conviction. She has become an advocate for more openness in the fertility process and for more rights for the children who are the result of sperm and egg donation.


Since its founding, the DSR has forever changed the way donor children and their families interact with their half siblings. Before the website was started, there was virtually no way for families or donor children to find each other. Now, they can go on the site to see if anyone has posted their sperm donor’s number to find any half siblings they might have—or even their sperm donor, if they have agreed to be identified. Each donor gets an identifying number; however, sometimes the sperm bank will tell the donor his number, and sometimes it does not.


In her search for answers about her son’s donor, Wendy would call California Cryobank every few years to see if she could get information about any half siblings Ryan might have and to get help finding his donor. Ryan even wrote the sperm bank a handwritten letter himself when he was only seven years old, asking if they could give him information about this father. The bank knew Ryan’s sperm donor’s number—it was 1058. During one call that Wendy made, someone at the sperm bank inadvertently told her that Ryan had either three or nine half brothers and sisters out there. She knew that as soon as she told Ryan, he would want to meet them.


Then, Wendy and Ryan had a bit of luck. A posting on the DSR website for Donor 1058 showed up. It was from a thirteen-year-old girl who was looking for any half siblings she might have. Wendy was nervous about telling Ryan, who was sixteen, because she didn’t want to get his hopes up if it didn’t work out. He’d already found out about two other half siblings, but their parents hadn’t wanted them to meet Ryan, and he was devastated when it fell through.


This time, Wendy immediately contacted the girl’s parents to see if she had her parents’ permission to contact Ryan, since she was under eighteen. Wendy received this message:






Dear Wendy,





My daughter, Anna, just responded to a posting by you regarding donor number 1058. This is the first time we have explored the registry and are very anxious to find out if your son is indeed a match. My husband and I allowed Anna to register herself last night, with our supervision. She is thirteen years old and was born on May 22, 1993. Our donor was a Mechanical Engineering student. He was born in 1967. He has one brother who is a pilot. Does any of this sound familiar to you? As you can imagine, we are looking forward to a response and hope to hear from you soon.


Regards, Eileen (Anna’s Mom) and John (Anna’s Dad)





Then Anna sent a message to Ryan:




On the posting page you and I are in a pale yellow box, both with donor number 1058. Does this mean that there is a match?





Not only were they a match, Ryan was surprised to find that he and Anna shared the same birthday—three years apart. That day, Wendy and Eileen spoke on the phone. Wendy remembers it vividly: “We were giddy. And in shock. I told her that even though we were essentially strangers, we shared something so precious. We quickly traded a few bits about each of our kids, and Anna asked to speak with me so that she could ask questions about the other half siblings.”


Ryan and Anna connected on social media later that evening. Over the next few weeks, the two families spoke on the phone and planned a meeting. They all wanted to get together as soon as possible.


So six weeks after finding each other, the families flew to New York City, where they would meet and get to know one another over two days. Ryan was excited about the meeting and brought Anna a University of Colorado sweatshirt as a gift (Ryan had begun attending the university at age fourteen, studying aerospace engineering). At the same time, Wendy had been contacted by ABC Primetime about updating a story they’d done on the DSR for the television show. Both families agreed to be filmed, so a TV crew was there in Central Park to document the encounter.


The families bumped into each other on the way into the park, rather than at the appointed spot, and as soon as Ryan and Anna saw one another, they felt an instant connection.


“Meeting Anna was really cool. I was incredibly curious about this half of my DNA that came from my father, and I hadn’t met anyone who shared it,” remembers Ryan. “To see Anna for first time… seeing all those mysterious traits that were in myself, in someone else. It was really wild. She was incredibly sweet and delightful.”


At the park, Ryan looked at Anna and noted the striking similarities in their physical characteristics—some of their facial features were the same: they had similar eyebrows, chins, and teeth. Even the tone of her laugh was very much like his own, he thought. Walking behind her on the sidewalk, he noticed that their strides were almost identical. Even their temperaments were the same—they were both outgoing and friendly. Even so, the encounter was a little awkward at first, recalls Ryan.


“You’re meeting this person that you have so much in common with, genetically 50 percent. You’re more than just strangers, but at same time you are strangers. I thought, ‘what do I say to her? What is this person to me?’ I tried to have as few expectations as possible for the meeting. These sibling meetings can go very differently: people can either have an immediate brother and sister connection, or meet and have nothing in common and not feel the need to see each other again. It’s like meeting a cousin or some distant relative, someone who is part of your family but is still a stranger to you.”


Still, within a few minutes, they were pretty comfortable with each other. When half siblings meet for the first time, there’s often a feeling of familiarity and kinship that they experience right away.


The families asked each other questions about themselves, took pictures, and compared notes. Anna immediately put on her University of Colorado sweatshirt even though it was warm out. Over the next two days, the families spent time getting to know each other and were amazed by the similarities between Ryan and Anna. They already felt like family.


“It was tremendous. We all hugged,” says Wendy. “The smiles on Anna and Ryan’s faces were beatific. It was like they sensed ‘home’ in each other. There was an undeniable bond and recognition of the familiar. We parents scoured the faces of the kids, looking for resemblances. It was very emotional, to say the least. I was overwhelmed with gratitude for Anna’s parents’ honesty with their daughter and how they honored her curiosity and need to search and connect with Ryan.


“While Eileen and I had a more obvious bond, I was deeply moved by John’s willingness to put aside any possible fears or concerns about Anna finding her biological family. In this matter, he made his daughter more important than anything else. That is the best dad anyone could want.”


Wendy, John, and Eileen told the half siblings that they should define the terms of their relationship, and that there should be no pressure to make it more than they wanted it to be.


While the parents had been calling them “half brother” and “half sister,” Ryan and Anna were already referring to each other as “brother” and “sister.”


A few years later, Ryan was able to meet Christina and Natalie—full biological sisters who were also his half siblings. He spent the weekend in New York with Anna and their sisters so that they could all get to know each other. Ryan says he was astonished by how much Anna and Christina, especially, looked and acted alike, with very similar temperaments.


Since then, he’s connected with three other half siblings, although he hasn’t met them yet. Some live in Boston and New York, which makes it hard for them to get together, since Ryan lives in California. He likens it to having cousins who live on the other side of country; they mainly keep in touch these days through social media, and they see each other occasionally.


“Meeting Anna, and seeing the traits that she and I shared, did a huge amount for my identity and sense of self. I felt like a whole person. I knew that those traits had to have come from our donor,” says Ryan.


WHILE FINDING SOME of his half siblings helped Ryan find some peace, he was still left with a void when it came to knowing about his donor. He wanted to meet his biological father, to talk to him, to look into his eyes, and to be in his presence.


Tall and handsome, with thick, russet hair and warm, brown eyes, Ryan is remarkably self-assured for someone so young. And while some donor children are bitter about their experiences, about the emptiness they feel from the missing piece of their past, Ryan is not like that. He’s upbeat and enthusiastic.


“It’s an intrinsic basic human desire to want to know where you came from,” says Ryan. “I’ve always had an interest in math and science and engineering. I’ve known I wanted to be an engineer since I was three years old. I didn’t share that with anyone on my mom’s side. So I wanted to know where this came from. Why was this interesting and important to me?”


So when Ryan was fifteen, he decided to do a little detective work and try and find his donor himself.


Until fairly recently, most sperm donors who donated through sperm banks did so anonymously. That is, their identity could never be disclosed, and they could not be contacted by their offspring. Sperm banks give these donors a number, and only that was used to identify them. Sometimes, additional information about a donor’s background was shared with families, such as place of birth and college major. The sperm banks prided themselves on their ability to guarantee absolute anonymity to these men.


On the other hand, sperm donors who agreed to be open donors could be contacted by their offspring, usually once their biological children turned eighteen. California Cryobank, one of the largest sperm banks in the country, urges its open donors to commit to one contact with each of their offspring once the child reaches eighteen, should they request it—and even then, the sperm bank facilitates the contact. The communication may be through a letter, an email, a phone call, or even a meeting in person. Both the donor and the child must mutually decide on the type of contact.


Since Ryan’s donor was anonymous, he knew there was no way he’d find him through his sperm bank, and he doubted he’d turn up on the Donor Sibling Registry (those were sperm donors who decided they wanted to find their offspring). Why would his donor reach out now when he signed up to be anonymous? At the time that Wendy had Ryan, she was not given a choice to use a known donor—the clinic that she and her husband used in Denver chose a donor for them. They didn’t even know that they had used California Cryobank until Ryan was three years old. There were only anonymous sperm donors available in 1989. So in the summer of 2005, when he was fifteen, Ryan decided to do a little detective work on his own. By this time, technology had caught up with his objective.


While anonymous sperm donors may want to maintain their right to privacy, some, such as Wendy, believe that children conceived through donors have a basic right to know their genetic heritage. Those children didn’t ask to be born through an unknown donor, they say, and their desire to know their biological father is more important than a donor’s right to remain anonymous. The issue has sparked a debate over whose rights are more important—the donor’s or the offspring’s.


After contacting her clinic, Ryan’s mother had been given his donor’s date and place of birth and his college degree. When Ryan’s donor had signed up with California Cryobank, he had given this information about himself, but no doubt he never thought this would be enough for any of his offspring to find him. But Ryan was about to change all that. He would soon become the first donor offspring to find his anonymous sperm donor through the Internet and a genetic test, forever changing the concept of guaranteed donor anonymity.


To be sure, they worried about invading their donor’s privacy. But Wendy firmly believes that a child’s right to know their ancestry, medical background, and biological relatives trumps any right a donor might have to anonymity. “If you don’t want to be known, don’t donate,” she says. “Giving a donor a right to choose, like Ryan did, was Ryan’s right. The donor had a choice, too. He could not respond. He could say, ‘Thanks, but no thanks,’ or he could accept Ryan’s invite to get to know each other.”


So Ryan began his search. First, he combed through public records for the names of all the people who had the same birthday as his sperm donor in the city where he knew he had been born. That brought up about 300 people.


Then Ryan went on the website for Family Tree DNA and ordered an online genealogical test that, for $289 (the price has since gone down to $89), would allow him to find any family members. The company’s Family Finder is an autosomal DNA test that finds relatives within five generations. It compares your DNA to the DNA of others in its database. Of course, if Ryan’s biological father didn’t have his or her DNA in the database, it would make finding him trickier. But he had a plan.


First, Ryan had to take the test. To collect a DNA sample, he swabbed the inside of his cheek with a “buccal swab,” which looks like a mini-toothbrush. He rubbed for about a minute, moving the scraper up and down, back and forth. He placed the scraper into a vial, waited four hours, then scraped another sample from his cheek, which the site suggested. Then he sent the samples to Family Tree DNA and waited for a response. The test was expected to take eight to ten weeks to complete. Family Tree’s website touts its ability to help users “discover unknown family connections, confirm uncertain relationships, and connect with living relatives.”


It was this last part that ended up helping Ryan. The DNA test turned up a match with two men who were Ryan’s closest genetic relatives on the site. They both had the same unusual last name but with slightly different spellings. That seemed promising. He knew he was getting closer to finding the man whose genetic material had made his existence possible. Ryan had a feeling that these men would somehow lead him to his father.


The rare surname ultimately helped Ryan find his father. If his father’s last name had been Smith or Johnson, it would undoubtedly have been much harder, says Bryan Sykes, a fellow at Wolfson College, Oxford University, who has studied human genetics and has been researching what DNA can tell us about the human past.


It was Sykes and his colleagues who first discovered the unexpectedly strong link between surnames and Y chromosomes, which has since become crucial to genetic genealogy. They were working on Y chromosomes, and trying to determine what kind of information they could discover about the history of the world, when it occurred to them that there might be a connection between surnames and chromosomes.


Surnames first came into use in England more than eight hundred years ago, after the Norman Conquest. Before that time, people lived in small villages and went by one name, either a personal name or a nickname. But as the population grew, there came a need to identify people further—so that the different “Johns” living in a town, for instance, could be distinguished. Thus, individuals were given surnames based on their occupation, such as Weaver or Smith (as in blacksmith), or place of residence, such as Lancaster or Bristol. This custom was based on the medieval practice of giving people bynames or nicknames in the same way. Later, the practice of giving surnames would grow to include using physical attributes, places of origin, and father’s names. For instance, the name Reed comes from red, as in having red hair, and Boyce comes from the French word “bois” meaning wood, for someone who originally lived by or near the woods.


Surnames or family names aren’t used in all parts of the world. In some countries, individuals still use only one name, and in some cultures, such as many Asian societies as well as in Hungary, a surname is used before a given name.


The issue of surnames is still controversial in some countries: the Japanese high court recently ruled that married couples must share the same surname, delivering a blow to women who fought to keep their maiden surname. The court upheld a law dating back more than a century. Whereas in Chile, women don’t take their husband’s name after marriage and are forever known by the same name. In Quebec, women have been forbidden since 1981 from taking their husband’s surname after marriage. Greece has a similar law on the books. In Malaysia and Korea, it is the custom for women to keep their maiden names.


Since surnames came into use, Sykes estimates that about 10 percent of all given family names are a result of misattributed paternity, meaning that the putative father is not actually the biological father (because the mother had an affair, for instance, or the child was adopted). That can make genealogical research much more difficult, since actual blood relatives may not be who we think they are.


Sykes’ discoveries about the link between surnames and genetics led the University of Oxford to create Oxford Ancestors, the first company in the world to pioneer the use of DNA to connect us to our ancestors and to our relatives. Sykes is the chairman of that company.


“It’s far more difficult to find a relative with a common name,” says Sykes. “Ryan would have had hundreds of men matching him. Indeed, people who share the same surname are often curious to know if they are related.”


Coincidentally, a chance meeting with another Sykes was the catalyst to his research on surnames and genetics. While giving a talk at GlaxoSmithKline Pharmaceutical in England, he met the chief executive, a man named Sir Richard Sykes. People kept asking Bryan if they were related, and he wondered the same. So he obtained a sample of DNA from Richard Sykes and tested it along with his own. It turned out that they had exactly the same Y chromosome—they were, in fact, kin.


Curious, Bryan Sykes decided to pursue this connection between surnames and genetics. So he wrote to a couple of hundred men in Yorkshire with the same surname and asked to test their DNA. He found that 70 percent of them all had the same Y chromosome—they were all related.


That’s how it all began, says Sykes. After he published a paper on that finding, DNA testing began to catch on. And that led Ryan to turn to Family Tree DNA to find his biological father. Although neither his biological father nor any of his close relatives had ever entered their own DNA online, Ryan was still able to find him through a fragment of shared genetic code from distant cousins.


Once Ryan had the names of two of his relatives, he cross-referenced those with the names of the 300 people he had found who had been born in the city where he knew his donor had been born, with the same birthday. He couldn’t believe it. There was only one man with the same last name. He had to be a match.


But before contacting him, Ryan wanted to be sure. He knew that his biological father was an engineer, so he guessed where he went to college based on his major and his place of birth. He then wrote to the alumni association of that college and asked if they had had anyone graduate with an engineering degree on the date he speculated his donor had finished school and with the last name Ryan had provided. The alumni association wrote back: he had the right man.


From there, it wasn’t difficult to find an email address for Lance, the man whom Ryan had been waiting for years to meet, the man he had fantasized about and speculated about. The man who was his biological father.


“It was bizarre to have his name in my hands. I’d spent half my life wondering who he was. I was excited but also very nervous,” remembers Ryan. “I wanted him to know that I didn’t want money, and I didn’t need him to be my father. I wanted him to know that I existed, and that I was curious about him.”


Within ten days of discovering this information, Ryan had found his father’s email address and wrote to him, telling him who he was. It was June 2005. The subject line was: “interesting information.”


The email read:




Lance, where to begin? My name is Ryan Kramer. I’m fifteen years old, and I live in Nederland, Colorado. Fifteen years ago, my mother was impregnated with a sperm donation from California Cryobank Donor 1058. You may want to sit down for this next part.





It was something out of a science fiction movie, says Ryan. Nobody emails you out of the blue to tell you they’re your father. He told Lance a little about himself, and he asked him to get back to him, but only if he wanted to and on his own terms.


Then he waited.


Ryan and his mother, Wendy, were extremely nervous about what the donor’s response would be—if he responded at all. Wendy just hoped that the donor wouldn’t disappoint her son.


“As we waited the 48 hours for the donor to reply to Ryan’s email, I just kept thinking, Please be kind, please be kind, please be kind. So in other words, even if he were to say, ‘Thanks, but no thanks,’ in regard to contact, I wanted him to be kind about it and not hurt Ryan in any way. Ryan and I talked a lot about it and he was very mature in his thinking. His thinking was that the donor signed up for anonymity, and if he wasn’t up to meeting at that point, that would be okay. Ryan said that when he turned eighteen, he’d ‘jump on a plane, go to California, and shake his hand,’” says Wendy.


A few days later, he heard back.


“He said he was thrilled to hear from me and excited to learn that he was my father. And he was happy to talk to me. It was cool—as good as I’d hoped for,” says Ryan.


In a radio interview with Ryan and his father that later aired, Lance recalls the day he received that email: “Yeah, I mean, even remembering it now, my heart starts to pound a little bit.”


At the time, Lance was thirty-eight and single, a tech worker in Silicon Valley. He spent his weekends playing Ultimate Frisbee and drinking Bud Light.


“It was quite an email. It had a link to a four-page human-interest story about Ryan in the Denver Post. I wasn’t quite sure how to respond. I had never expected anyone his age to contact me. It was very exciting,” says Lance.


It took him a few days to write back to Ryan. “I had no idea what to say. Imagine finding out a total stranger is a close relative.”


Ryan and Lance emailed back and forth for about three months, with Ryan asking him an array of questions. He wanted to know what his father’s taste in music was (electronic music; he sent Ryan a link to a music video for the song “Weapon of Choice” by Fatboy Slim), what he did for a living (he was an engineer in Silicon Valley), and what he liked to do for fun (Ultimate Frisbee, which, coincidentally, Ryan liked to play, too). And, most importantly, he sent Ryan a picture of himself.


“Imagine going your whole life not knowing what your father looked like? It was wild,” he says.


When they had their first phone conversation, Ryan found more remarkable similarities. His father was talkative and high energy, as he was. He was also working as an engineer at the time, and Ryan would later receive the exact same degree as Lance in graduate school—engineering management. In many ways, their lives would end up following similar paths. Ryan eventually went to work for Apple, while Lance had worked for a Silicon Valley company for many years. People asked Ryan if he was trying to follow in his father’s footsteps, but he assured them that it was just a coincidence.


Lance says he donated sperm in college because it was good money for a student, and he also thought it might be an opportunity to reproduce. He did it two to three times a week, on and off for about five years.


Did he ever think about the children that could result from his donations? “Other than wondering if they were out there, no. I didn’t actually know what the sperm was used for, or if it was used,” he says. However, he thought it was possible that one of his offspring might one day contact him.


In August of that same year (2005), Lance invited Ryan to come to California to meet him and his parents. Since his parents didn’t have any grandchildren, Lance thought they’d like to meet Ryan, and he was keen to give them the opportunity. He’d never told them that he had donated sperm in college, so it all came as somewhat of a shock to them. But his mother was excited to meet her grandchild.


Ryan couldn’t believe it was actually going to finally happen—he was overjoyed to meet his father. Lance was living in the Bay Area at the time, but his parents lived in Pasadena, so they decided to meet there.


Ryan and his mother immediately booked a flight to Southern California. When they arrived at the Hilton Pasadena, Lance’s mother had left them a welcome basket in their room, with ideas for things to do in the area. Ryan was bouncing off the walls with excitement when they got there—he was jumping from bed to bed, doing flips, unable to control his enthusiasm. They had set up an initial meeting in the lobby of the Hilton Pasadena, where Ryan and his mother were staying. It was rather cloak and dagger at first, because Lance was worried that they might surprise him with a media presence, and that was the last thing he wanted. He needn’t have worried. Although Wendy and Ryan had appeared on the Oprah TV show and other media outlets to talk about the Donor Sibling Registry, they had no intention of bringing anyone from the press along that day.


On the first day, Ryan and his mother visited the Norton Simon Museum in Pasadena and were told to wait for Lance’s phone call for the meeting place. They had gone to a nearby Banana Republic store to kill time, when Ryan’s cell phone rang. Wendy remembers their excitement when they saw Lance’s name on the phone.


“It was like a comedy—we were pushing the phone back and forth, saying, ‘You answer it!’ ‘No, you answer it!’” says Wendy. “Finally, I answered and got the instructions of where and when to meet, which was in our hotel lobby in 45 minutes.”


They raced back to the hotel room to get cleaned up before the meeting. They wanted to make their entrance into the lobby seem casual, like they weren’t there waiting for him, so they took the elevator down, hoping to walk out into the lobby and meet Lance. But he wasn’t there. So they went back into the elevator and tried the same thing a few more times, casually exiting the elevator. Eventually, mother and son went into the bar area to wait, their eyes glued to the front door, staring at every man who entered the lobby to see if it was him. They were both tense with the anticipation of this meeting, one they had both waited for so long. Ryan was full of nervous energy. He remembers thinking, Is that him? every time a man walked in.


The minute Lance entered the lobby, it was immediately obvious that he was Ryan’s father. They looked so much alike—they had the same eyebrows, the same chin. Ryan and Wendy nonchalantly came out from the bar area and headed toward him. Wendy recalls that the situation felt surreal.


“I remember walking toward him and seeing him smile. I said, ‘Oh my God, he has Ryan’s teeth!’ He walked toward us, and we shook hands. I thought, ‘this stranger is just as related to my son as I am.’ It was a weird thought, since I’d been my son’s only parent for all fifteen years of his life,” says Wendy.


Ryan and Lance shook hands warmly. Ryan says there was a bit of awkwardness, and they took long pauses to look at each other. He noticed that his father was very handsome and clean cut, with a recent haircut. He was six foot one, a little taller than Ryan. He had dark hair, broad shoulders, and looked athletic—it was obvious to Ryan from the way Lance carried himself that he’d been a football player when he was younger (and he later found out that he was right). He also had the same eyebrows as Ryan.


“We had a moment where we looked at each other. Your brain is trying to take all this in—and this person looks a lot like you. It’s pretty weird,” recalls Ryan. “Meeting him was fascinating. For many years, I’d had conversations about myself—about my physical characteristics, my talents and my interests, and where they’d come from. And now, I’d found this person who shared my interest in science and engineering. Even the tiniest mannerisms caught my attention. I stretch a lot, and my father also stretches his arms when he talks. We even have a similar gait. And he’s got a wild, goofy side, which I admit to as well.”


As for Lance, he also remembers the first meeting as being slightly awkward, since they were strangers. “But I could tell by looking at Ryan that we were related. He had very similar eyes as mine,” he says. “Ryan does look like me. He is a very interesting, likable guy.”


Ryan remembers having a huge sense of relief and satisfaction when he finally met his father, as though an enormous weight had been lifted.


“It gave me closure. I look back and remember it was something I thought about a lot. Then, almost overnight, making contact with him absolved me of all that. It was thrilling,” he says.


How did Lance feel about being discovered by one of his biological children? Here’s what he said in the radio interview: “It is very difficult to imagine that anyone will be able to keep their DNA lineage anonymous. It’s something they’re gonna live with in the future, and we’re living with today, apparently. He’s my donor offspring, and he’s a great kid. He’s my younger-half clone.”


SO FAR, LANCE, who is now in his late forties, has met only one of his other biological children. He never married and has no kids of his own besides those he helped to conceive as a sperm donor.


Like Ryan, there are many other donor offspring searching for their biological parents and looking for some contact with their donor father or mother. But do people have the right to know who their biological parents are? Should sperm donors be able to maintain their anonymity? And will the debate over donor anonymity become irrelevant, as new technology makes it possible for children, such as Ryan, to find their relatives, making the concept of anonymous sperm and egg donation obsolete?


To be sure, Ryan’s discovery has important implications for the many people conceived using donor sperm, as well as for all the sperm donors who thought they were donating anonymously. Now, any of those men could potentially be traced by their offspring, and the promises that the sperm banks made to maintain their anonymity might be significantly compromised.


“When those confidentiality contracts were agreed upon, they were based on the conditions at the time. Then you have this new technology come along… you have to reassess that,” says Sykes, founder of Oxford Ancestors. “There might be a need to legislate. These kinds of ethical questions crop up in genetics all the time, and we debate them.”


Ryan’s mother, Wendy, says that she is now helping other donor offspring—and adoptees—find their biological fathers and mothers. The Donor Sibling Registry even has a guide to researching paternal genealogy on its site.


“Ryan’s story isn’t unusual anymore. When you make a place for people to find each other [on the DSR], they do. I know a lot of sperm donors and offspring who have become family,” she says. “These kids aren’t looking for a dad or money. What that curiosity is about is they want to know about their ancestry and their medical background. These children want to look in the face of the person with whom they share half their genetic background.”


Wendy says that her son has sisters who don’t even know they were donor conceived because their nonbiological fathers don’t want them to know. “I see them on Facebook, and they look just like Ryan. But they don’t know,” she says.


There are, however, many who are open to meeting their half siblings and even their offspring. Of the 2,800 donors in the DSR’s database, so far about half have been matched to their children, says Wendy. And while that’s encouraging, she is critical of the sperm banks for failing to advise the men who donate sperm about the people they will help to create, and how to handle any potential contact in the future.


“They need to properly counsel the donors and the parents [who buy the sperm]. And they need to stop promising anonymity to the donors, because that’s a myth. They aren’t telling them about DNA searches. It’s only a matter of time,” she says.


There are some experts who agree with this prediction. Yaniv Erlich is an assistant professor of computer science at Columbia University and a member of the New York Genome Center. The center is a consortium of academic, medical, and industry leaders who focus on translating genomic research into clinical solutions for serious diseases. Erlich’s team at the Genome Center has been investigating the intersection between social media and genetic information, among other things.


“Any sperm bank that promises that its sperm donors’ identity will remain confidential for the rest of their life are very likely to be wrong,” he says. “You cannot protect your genetic privacy if you give your genome [through your sperm] to someone. It’s totally wrong to say that your privacy can be protected. There’s a very high likelihood that someone will be able to breach that privacy.”


And he points out that the databases with genetic information available online are only getting stronger, not weaker. So there is more data out there and better technology for finding someone. Microscopes, for instance, are so much more powerful that scientists can see almost every detail in a genome, and thus can acquire much more information.


In June 2016, the British medical journal Human Reproduction published an article, “The end of donor anonymity: how genetic testing is likely to drive anonymous gamete donation out of business.” In an editor’s note in the same issue, Hans Evers wrote, “All parties concerned must be aware that, in 2016, donor anonymity has ceased to exist.”


With all this new information available, Erlich was interested in finding out if Ryan was just lucky in discovering his biological father so quickly, or if it was something that anyone could do. So his team analyzed nearly 1,000 Y chromosomes available online in the United States and found there was a 15 percent chance of recovering a surname just by running someone’s Y chromosome through a database. They already knew the surnames attached to the Y chromosomes, but they created an algorithm and did the search blindly so that they could compare what they found to the real names.


If his team found a close relative to someone they were searching for—a fifth cousin or closer—they would guess that they had the same surname and were often right. Once they had a surname and additional information on an individual—such as the state and year of his birth—they found it relatively easy to use other tools, such as public databases and social media, to find the identity of this person.


What does this mean for all those sperm donors out there who thought they were donating anonymously? Sykes finds the situation disturbing.


“You have two conflicting desires here: you have the sperm donors who want to remain anonymous, set against the desire of the children to know who their father is. This has to be resolved through discussion and legislation, because both sides have a point of view,” says Sykes. “But at the end of the day, if you are a sperm donor and you’re worried about keeping your identity anonymous, then don’t be a sperm donor.”


Of course, it’s too late for Lance and others like him to change their minds now about sperm donation. However, Lance doesn’t seem to regret his choice, even though he was an anonymous donor who was tracked down by one of his offspring.


ON THE DAY they first met in the hotel lobby, there was a certain amount of awkwardness between them. Ryan thought, What do I say to this guy? Lance was naturally quiet, so that didn’t make things go smoother in the beginning.


The three of them decided to go out for a soda so that they could talk. They walked to a nearby California Pizza Kitchen, a restaurant chain. It was spring, and the weather was typical of Los Angeles, sunny and warm. Wendy let Ryan and Lance walk ahead of her, and she noticed that they had the same walk. She also realized that women were looking at Lance as they passed him. He was strikingly good looking. (Ryan would later ask her, “Do you think I’ll have a jaw line like Lance when I grow up?” They actually do have similar jaw lines.)


Ryan says it was uncomfortable, but that his father seemed very nice and was open about himself. In some ways, it didn’t seem weird at all that they were meeting for the first time as father and son.


As they sat down, Wendy remembers Ryan looking at her, then at Lance, and then back at her. He later told her that it was so weird to think he was sitting between his mother and his father for the first time! Almost right away, Ryan and Lance began to compare the size of their hands, and then their feet. Wendy says she has heard this from a lot of donor-conceived guys who have met their donor dads. It must be a guy-bonding thing, she says.


At the restaurant, Lance was great with Ryan, asking a lot of questions about his life and about school.


“It was an unusual lunch. I did find myself noticing that Ryan was obviously my offspring, and that was kind of shocking,” he says. He thought that Wendy seemed like a great mom, and that she was very bright and cultured.


Ryan was very respectful during lunch, keeping his personal questions to a minimum, and waiting for Lance to divulge what he was comfortable with. There was a lot of staring going on, which became the norm whenever they got together. “I think that we all were so amazed at the resemblances; it was hard not to stare,” says Wendy. Lance was very polite and probably just as nervous as they were. At that point, he may not have fully trusted Wendy and Ryan, so his guard was up.


After a few drinks, Lance surprised Ryan and his mom by inviting them to have dinner at his parents’ house. When they got back to the hotel, Ryan turned to his mom with big eyes, clearly awestruck, and said, “I know who my donor is.”


Later that day, as they drove toward the Pasadena hills to the home of Ryan’s paternal grandparents, Ryan was nervous. What if they didn’t like him? What if they had nothing in common and it was uncomfortable? But the evening turned out much better than Ryan could have imagined.


When they arrived, Lance’s parents, Ronald and Doris, warmly greeted them, hugging them when they walked in. Everyone was nervously laughing, and Lance’s father said, “Who wants some wine!” and Doris said, “I know we’re all a little nervous here!”


As quiet as Lance was, his mother, Doris, was the opposite: bubbly, energetic, and talkative. She immediately made Ryan and Wendy feel at home. Ronald and Doris live in a quiet, well-kept neighborhood in one of the canyons near Los Angeles. It’s an elegant ranch-style home with a pool and a deck in the back, overlooking the canyon, with well-manicured landscaping, and tastefully decorated with contemporary furnishings. They all sat out on the deck and enjoyed the view while they chatted. Ryan, who was already an aerospace engineering college sophomore at the time even though he was only fifteen, was a big topic of conversation.


Lance’s parents ordered pizza, and when the pizza deliveryman rang the doorbell, Lance joked (sort of), “That better not be Oprah!” They all laughed—it was a good icebreaker.


“I was very happy that they could meet. That’s what I was happiest about,” remembers Lance, of the meeting between his son and his parents.


During the visit, Ryan immediately took to Doris.


“She’s a character, kind of like Betty White [the actress]. She’s adorable and super friendly,” says Ryan.


Wendy noticed a faint resemblance between her son and his grandparents. Lance’s father, Ronald, was more reserved than his mother. He was less trusting and rather unemotional, and he didn’t really understand why Ryan was so curious about Lance, and what he wanted of him. Of course, he grew up in a very different generation, where sperm donation and donor children were not commonly talked about. Some things take longer for older generations to absorb and get used to. It took Ryan a while to convince Ronald that he didn’t want anything from Lance—that he was just curious.


But Doris had no problem with Ryan’s existence. In fact, she was thrilled to meet him and Wendy, and she immediately adopted Ryan as if he were her own grandchild. Until then she hadn’t had any grandchildren, since Lance didn’t have any kids—nor did his brother, his only other sibling. To Doris, Ryan was already family.


“I had such a feeling of contentment afterwards,” recalls Ryan. “I finally had the answers to all my questions. I thought, even if I never see these people again, I’ll have what I wanted.”


While he was there, he looked at all the photos of his father in the house. Some had an astonishing resemblance to Ryan. There was one in particular where Lance was in his twenties, with a beard. He looked so much like Ryan that they all joked, “Now you don’t need to grow a beard to see what you’d look like with one!”


They stayed for several hours and everyone seemed to be having a great time. As they were leaving, Ryan and Wendy hugged everyone goodbye, and they all made plans to meet up the next day at the house, then head to the Huntington Botanical Gardens. They ended up spending the weekend together.


“The most beautiful moment in that first weekend was that Sunday morning [when they went back to the house]. The smell of French toast cooking, the sun streaming through the windows, and Ryan sitting at the piano with his grandfather playing. Lance and I looked on as his mother came out of the kitchen, wearing an apron, holding a spatula and singing along. I was holding back tears,” remembers Wendy.


Since his first meeting with Lance, Ryan has been redefining his relationship with his father. “He’s like a friend or an uncle, not a dad,” he says. Now that Ryan, who is twenty-seven, lives in the Bay Area near Lance, who is in his late forties, they see each other about once a month, meeting for happy hour or a holiday party, or getting together when Lance’s parents are visiting.


“We’ve known each other for about a decade now. We have our expectations pretty well established. He’s at a much different part of his life now than I am,” says Ryan.


Wendy understands her son’s now-casual attitude toward his biological father.


“People ask Ryan, ‘what’s it like?’ Ryan has answered in many different ways. It’s something completely different. It’s your biological father that you didn’t grow up knowing,” says Wendy. “I know that Ryan’s father cares very deeply for him. He’s so protective of Ryan and proud of him. It was very touching for me to learn that he really cares about my son.”


As for Lance, he says the two are friends. “We’re a lot alike, just in different generations. It’s nice to be in touch with Ryan. I see him or chat with him fairly often. We don’t live far from each other.” He says that knowing he has donor offspring may have made him less motivated to have his own children.


As for his new grandparents, Ryan’s relationship with them built over time. That first year, he flew out by himself to see them for Christmas, and he and his mother fly out to see them occasionally for holidays. But they became much closer when Ryan decided to attend graduate school for engineering nearby, at the University of Southern California in Los Angeles, only a twenty-minute drive to Pasadena. He says he chose that school over Duke University in North Carolina because he thought it might give him a chance to get to know his grandparents better. And he was right.


Ryan would see them frequently, having dinner with them on Sunday nights. Over time, their relationship grew, and by the time Ryan finished grad school, they felt like his actual grandparents. He still keeps in touch with them and sees them a few times a year.


Wendy has also developed a strong rapport with Ryan’s paternal grandparents.


“I adore Lance’s parents. I have bonded with his mother and talk to her at least once a month. We have conversations that last an hour or two, talking about absolutely everything. I feel so lucky to have her in my life. When we hang up the phone, she always says first, ‘love you.’ It is very evident that Lance and his parents adore Ryan,” she says. Of that first visit with Lance and his parents, she says, “I was watching my child’s wish finally come true. It was a profound experience.”


In his search for keys to his identity, Ryan learned something important about himself from his grandparents: engineering, something no one on his mother’s side had any interest in, was in his blood. Not only was his father, Lance, an engineer, but so was his grandfather, and his father before him. In fact, engineering went back more than one hundred years in his father’s family.


“I always felt it was weird that I was interested in math and science and engineering,” says Ryan. “Learning where that came from, that it’s been in their family for so many generations, I realized that it was totally normal to feel that way. It made me feel ok about it all.”
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“An absorbing, fascinating exploration ... examines vital questions of identity.”

—Andrew Solomon, New York Times bestselling author of Far from the Tree
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