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  For my mother Isabel,


  I will keep my promise to find him.


  For my grandfather Austin, why?
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  INTRODUCTION


  What makes us who we are? What combination of history, genes, ancestry, experience, and that intangible thing called the spirit defines us? Commercial DNA testing and websites like 23andMe.com, Ancestry.com, FamilySearch.org, FindMyPast.com, and MyHeritage. com, along with TV shows including NBC’s Who Do You Think You Are?, PBS’s Finding Your Roots and Genealogy Roadshow, and CNN’s Roots: Our Journeys Home, have exploded in popularity and offer profound answers for the curious. Where did my ancestors come from? To whom am I biologically related? Who am I?


  Internationally, genealogy searches have become one of the world’s most popular pastimes.


  As Frank Delaney wrote in Shannon, “Within our origins we search for our anchors, our steadiness. And everyone’s journey to the past is different. It might be found in a legend or in the lore of an ancestor’s courage or an inherited flair. Or it might be found simply by standing on the earth once owned by the namesake tribe, touching the stone they carved, finding their spoor. In all cases we are drawn to the places whence they came—because to grasp who they were may guide what we might become.”1


  Historically these stories were told by elders, often by the fireside. In modern times, we follow the footsteps of our ancestors through internet research, church records, photo albums, journals, recipe boxes, interviews with living family members, and spitting into at-home DNA test kits.


  For many of us, this can result in dramatically inconsistent findings compared to our understanding of who we are. “Looking at your genetic data might uncover information that some people find surprising. This information can be relatively benign. At other times, the information you learn can have profound implications for both you and your family,” warns the boilerplate legal language at 23andMe.com, the DNA testing site.2


  The four largest companies offering home DNA testing kits are AncestryDNA, MyHeritage, FamilyTreeDNA, and 23andMe. As of late 2019, over 28.5 million people had bought a genetic testing kit from one of those services, according to an article in Kiplinger.3 By the estimates of Global Market Insights, the global market for direct-to-consumer genetic testing will surpass $2.5 billion by 2024.4


  The popularity of these at-home DNA testing kits is skyrocketing. “By the start of 2019, more than 26 million consumers had added their DNA to four leading commercial ancestry and health databases,” according to estimates by the MIT Technology Review.5


  Likewise, “About one-in-seven U.S. adults (15%) say they have ever used a mail-in DNA testing service from a company such as AncestryDNA or 23andMe,” according to a Pew Research Center survey that was published in 2019.6


  Most seekers (87 percent) said they were eager to learn about their family origins, and a notable share said the results surprised them, according to the Pew study. About four in ten of those who used mail-in DNA testing said they were surprised by results about where their ancestors came from. Additionally, 27 percent said they were surprised by the ethnic background of their ancestors, 26 percent about health or family medical history, and 27 percent (more than a quarter) said they learned about a relative they did not know about.7


  That speaks volumes about the power of a simple DNA test and ancestral sleuthing to upend an identity and dismantle a family story.


  Just ask the growing ranks of seekers who have received life-changing results. For many, this process has recast entire lives with surprises including shocking lineages, long-lost siblings, and family secrets that might have been buried for decades. For many, it has opened questions about heritage, ethnicity, race, culture, and privacy.


  With more than a fourth of people making surprising discoveries, DNA support groups are popping up on Facebook. Another project, NPE Friends Fellowship, offers dozens of highly specific support groups for various relatives, including those who uncovered and those who kept a family secret. The nonprofit organization also hosts symposia, conferences, and even cruises for people dealing with an “NPE” (“Not Parent Expected”) discovery. In 2019, 23andMe.com launched a resource page exclusively for users who have discovered unexpected results through their tests.


  For others, delving into family stories can lead to self-discovery and a broader sense of connection. Some say it can be healing. “Research on family history argues it performs the task of anchoring a sense of ‘self’ through tracing ancestral connection and cultural belonging, seeing it as a form of storied ‘identity work,’” according to a study by the University of Manchester’s Wendy Bottero.8


  This book includes the stories of people who have made decisions that could alter their futures—or really, what they think they know about their pasts. It might start as a just-for-fun DNA test, but ultimately those who are spitting in tubes and sending them off in the mail or are burning the midnight oil hunting through ancestry records on the internet share a common goal: they all want to know what they are made of.


  Ancestry Quest: How Stories of the Past Can Heal the Future shares the remarkable journeys of these real-life persons who delved deeper into their family mysteries. Many have uncovered, quite by accident, that their family isn’t entirely what they thought. These moving and thoughtful stories will take you on a roller coaster of emotions and will resonate with all who are exploring their histories. You know who you are and what the questions are: “Who am I?” and “Why am I who I am?” The journeys are dramatically different—sad and happy all at once, promising to redefine family in a way that is more honest and relevant. These heartwarming and wrenching, intimate and inspiring stories are about the lessons learned along the way in search of the truth.


  It seems everywhere we turn these days, someone is talking about someone whose coworker or cashier at the coffee shop just found out some kind of shocking discovery about the family they thought they had.


  I know firsthand. This book was largely inspired by my own ancestral quest.


  As a veteran newspaper journalist and author, I was accustomed to digging for information to tell other people’s stories. But several years ago, the tables turned. On the morning my eighty-six-year-old mother was diagnosed with a rare duodenum cancer and given four months to live, she reached out to me with one urgent request: “Mary, please find out whatever happened to my father.”


  Through this book, I share that journey and the remarkable, life-changing stories of real-life people who yearn to know more about their ancestors. I believe these personal odysseys are universal stories, ones that I hope will captivate and inspire you to begin your search.


  From my conversations with the ancestry seekers featured here and with my friends, colleagues, and my own family, I believe our family stories have much to teach us for generations to come.


  “When we tell the secret that we feel sets us so completely apart from everyone else, we discover that it doesn’t and that to connect with others is valuable and powerful,” says Dani Shapiro, author of the book Inheritance: A Memoir of Genealogy, Paternity, and Love.9


  In our ever-changing world, there is no substitute for a legacy of family stories to provide direction, a sense of identity, and to serve as a reminder of the grit and inspiration needed to move ahead. At best, I hope this book will help us look with compassion at the lives and circumstances of the ones who came before us and to realize how they have helped shape our own lives.


  This is especially timely in 2020, the year of the first Census in ten years. When the data is released, genealogy tests can help us better understand our place among our peers in America.


  Join me on these journeys. I hope that they will inspire your own.


  CHAPTER ONE
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  ORDINARY PEOPLE, AMAZING DISCOVERIES:


  when DNA and ancestry stories change your life


  Thanks to a national scout jamboree in Virginia and a volunteer project helping teens discover more about themselves through an ancestry search project, Edgie Donakey says he “fell in love with what technology can do to help families discover their stories.”


  “Seeing these young people on their computers, finding out who they are by learning more about the relatives that came before them, opened my eyes to how powerful these discoveries really are,” says Donakey.


  He’s also personally experienced the poignant moments when an ancestry connection is suddenly made.


  One of those moments happened when he was in downstate Illinois, where he had traced some of the Donakey family to a farm they ran. When he was visiting a small historical society there, he met “two little old ladies who were the sweetest things,” says Donakey. The Donakeys had long since left the area and moved to the Northwest, but the women remembered the mark the family made in the town.


  “They were so excited to find out I was a member of the Donakey family,” he says. “And I was like a seven-year-old on Christmas morning—it was that thrilling for me.”


  Donakey’s experience speaks volumes about the magic that happens when people suddenly stumble on an ancestry discovery and make a connection that previously eluded them. Since that Eagle Scout camp sixteen years ago, he’s been committed to helping people across the globe discover the stories of their ancestors.


  As the vice president of strategic relations and deputy chief genealogy officer of FamilySearch International, Donakey monitors the worldwide landscape of genealogy, looking for the newest and best tools to put into the hands of future generations of ancestry seekers.


  “What makes everyone so fascinated by searching their ancestry is that all of us have powerful stories of those who came before us and alongside us that we want to hand down to our children and our children’s children,” says Donakey, who made that midcareer switch sixteen years ago to FamilySearch after his fateful Eagle Scout volunteer weekend. Prior to that, he had carved out a highly successful career in the fast-paced corporate world of mergers and acquisitions, designing and implementing strategies for Fortune 500 companies. “Whether you’re a multimillionaire or on a fixed income, you can do all the searching you want on the ancestry sites. And those searches can result in some very exciting moments.”


  During his business travels around the world, he says he’s always thrilled when he’s at the airport and spots travelers on their laptops searching the ancestry sites.


  “Everywhere I go, these conversations are striking up,” he says.


  Through his work, he and his colleagues have helped people find many surprises. Of course, sometimes digging into the family tree unearths pieces of a bigger story than the one you envisioned. As can digging through old suitcases and memorabilia buried in the back of closets and other places where ancestors hid their secrets.


  Often, the answers aren’t what we wanted to hear. If your experience is anything like some, you may find a dramatic “switched at birth” situation, a sibling you never knew about, or other results that are confounding.


  Buyer beware. Even the commercial genetic tests spell out the possibility of such a bombshell.


  And what happens when you aren’t even exploring your own ancestry, but out of the blue the phone rings and it’s a long-lost, never-known relative who has tracked you down?


  More often than expected, the findings can force you to reimagine your identity. For some the confusion leads to outright shock. For others, it confirms an inner knowing that something was just not right.


  What we’ve come to learn in sharing the stories in this book is that knowing the truth, even if it feels harsh or hard to accept at first, can be healing. In some cases, it can give us a sense of empathy when we realize we are all human and sometimes we find ourselves making decisions that have a ripple effect for generations to come.


  The stories of people in this chapter underscore the importance of sharing our stories as an act of growth, healing, and ultimately selflessness. When we find these authentic stories—sad, funny, hopeful, or tragic—we can begin to narrate our own.


  “There are infinite stories in the records out there and infinite numbers of people seeking them,” says Donakey. “It’s important for all of us to find them.”


  An Ancestry Adventure: When DNA testing unearths the family secret


  
    While trying out two of the most popular DNA testing services—Ancestry.com and 23andMe.com—all Carole Hines wanted to know was why her brother was so tall, so blond, and so strikingly opposite looking compared to her own five-foot-three, black-haired self.


    The questions started at a young age, when she intuitively knew that “something made me really different from my brother and sister.”


    That simple knowing would take Hines, sixty-nine, who lives with her wife, Mavis, in both San Francisco and New York City, on a long journey of race and ethnicity.


    It all started several years ago when her brother died suddenly in his sleep of a massive heart attack. He had recently tested his DNA, and his results showed he was 99 percent of European descent.


    More than forty years before, when Hines first introduced her brother to Mavis for the first time, she remembers Mavis’s shock. When the tall, blue-eyed, “very Viking-looking” man walked in the door, Mavis looked at her, and she could just feel her thinking, “What, this is your brother, really?”


    Fast-forward to 2017, when Hines took her DNA test. She couldn’t believe the results, so she took a second one with another company and discovered she was mostly Latino, with traces of Native American, Ashkenazi Jewish, and Basque.


    Ironically, coincidentally, or call it providentially, Hines, who is a frequent globetrotter, says every time she’s in Spain (her favorite country) people approach her speaking Castilian Spanish and asking for directions.


    “It’s funny, but I’ve always loved the food. If I could, I would live on cheese enchiladas,” says Hines.

  


  Unlike many people who discover that their DNA is startlingly different from their family members’, Hines said she didn’t find the news troubling or opening any wounds. Instead it was more like she could better understand the reason for the scars she had carried with her for more than sixty years.


  “I always felt like I was such an oddball, but now I know the truth,” says Hines.


  The truth, it turns out, is that her biological father, Joe, who was from Mexico, was quite the Casanova. During the 1950s, her mother, Joyce, worked in Los Angeles for the Teamsters. Hines learned through conversations with one of her half brothers that her biological father was a union organizer and spent a lot of time traveling to Los Angeles—and he “had a hobby of dating married women.”


  “My father and mother had their own issues, and he was probably not around, so along comes this man who jangles his money around, wines and dines her, and probably says, ‘Oh honey, I’m going to get a divorce.’ And then he vanishes.”


  Evidently that happened at least nine times to different women, as Hines has uncovered eight half brothers. “I’m the only female I know of.”


  Since she’s connected with her biological father’s heirs, she says most of them have embraced her and are now her Facebook friends. Many live in Southern California, and she has formed relationships with some of them and some nieces and nephews.


  The oldest in her family, Hines is four years apart from her brother. Her brother and her sister are the biological children of the man she thought was her father and called “Daddy” her whole life. He had black hair and brown eyes, and she says she thought she looked like him, or wanted to believe she did. His family traces back to the Mayflower, and her mother, with her auburn hair and light skin, “was very Irish.” Both of her parents are deceased.


  The finding was freeing, says Hines.


  Throughout her life, Hines says she remembers marching to a different drummer than her siblings and family members. Her intellectual bent and passion to crusade for people who can’t speak up for themselves were mainstays.


  “I couldn’t tolerate prejudice,” says Hines, who grew up in Southern California but in high school moved to Memphis, Tennessee, to live with her father, who had relocated there after her parents’ divorce. “I am the biggest coward in the world, but one day when I was in class and someone said a very derogatory word against a classmate, I remember jumping out of my chair and saying, ‘Don’t call people that.’”


  She also remembers a “not-so-happy” childhood after her parents divorced when she was eight.


  “I worked hard at school and read a lot, but I always felt very anxious and vulnerable,” she says. “I didn’t know who I was. My job was to take care of the younger kids, so I just lost myself in books and school.”


  Today, she and Mavis are committed pacifists who, she says, “have participated in more peace marches than I can count.”


  Recently she posted a childhood photo of herself and her friends at a birthday on her Facebook page, which speaks to the strong connection she has made to her newly discovered Latino heritage and the relatives—eight half brothers and their families—she’s discovered from the DNA matches.


  “The picture is of me at my birthday, and there I am, this little Mexican girl with a full head of raven-black hair surrounded by a sea of white kids,” she says. A husband of one of her biological family members saw the photo and asked his wife, “Is that you?” Hines said.


  LEGACY LESSON


  “I’ve never understood racism or prejudice and anything that diminishes people because of their race or ethnicity or how they live. Now I better understand what I instinctively knew in my pores, that I was of a different color, that I was a little bit different. Maybe I feel so strongly because I was fighting unconsciously for myself.”


  Caught by Surprise: A relative’s DNA search reveals secret family members


  
    Bridget (Wingert) FitzPatrick paid fleeting attention to all the “Bring Your Stories to Life” Ancestry.com commercials and 23andMe.com’s “Health Happens Now” jingle when they’d flash across her TV screen.


    “Someday I’ll get to that,” thought FitzPatrick, fifty-seven, a Lewes, Delaware, freelance writer and mother of four.


    “I’d kind of dipped my toes in exploring around, and I did the Ancestry.com DNA test, but that was in the early days, before it exploded and everyone was testing their DNA. I didn’t really find much and kind of forgot about it.”


    The term NPE (not parent expected), describing people who discovered for themselves that their father isn’t their biological father, was a foreign term to her. Why would she know about that? She and her three siblings were raised in a no-drama suburban Pennsylvania household by their loving mom and dad.


    But sometimes it is other people who make the NPE discovery and who must then decide if, when, and how to share that news.


    That’s what happened when FitzPatrick received an email from Jeff, who had recently discovered he had a half brother he never knew about. Call it an NBE (not the brother expected) situation. His father, it turns out, had a couple of previous families and three children that he’d fathered, but he had not been involved in their lives and hadn’t told anyone about his previous families.


    The brother was Joseph (Joe) Thomas Wingert, Bridget FitzPatrick’s father.


    “I was ‘found’ by an uncle I did not know even existed, who found my siblings and me through a popular ancestry database,” says FitzPatrick. “So, although I was not the person actively seeking to mend any holes in my family’s quilted history, I watched with joy as his questions were answered and other mysteries began to unravel.”

  


  The roots of the mystery reach back to her father’s childhood in the 1930s, when his father, Jacob Wingert, suddenly disappeared from his life—and the lives of his mother and sister—just days after he was born.


  “For the remainder of his life, Dad never pursued his own father’s whereabouts,” says FitzPatrick. “Perhaps it wasn’t worth the heartache, or maybe he never felt the


  need.”


  There was no legal divorce or separation, just a vanishing act. In his absence, FitzPatrick’s father was raised by his mother, maternal grandmother, and maternal uncles. The name Wingert was not quite abandoned, but he grew up nicknamed Joe Carney, his mother’s maiden name and the surname of his Irish Catholic grandma and uncles.


  Little thought was given to the German or Hungarian Wingert heritage. No one really knew, and it didn’t matter.


  Fast-forward to 2015. That’s when the call came from Jeff, the half brother he never knew about.


  “My father was terminally ill with only weeks to live by the time he was serendipitously ‘found’ by his half brother,” says FitzPatrick. “Dad surprised us all by expressing a willingness to meet him.”


  He said, “Sure, let’s have a party.”


  The timing was imperative, as her father was being moved from the hospital into hospice.


  With about twenty relatives gathered at her parents’ Philadelphia home, FitzPatrick and her husband, Ward, went to the airport to pick up her new uncle from Omaha, Nebraska.


  “When I first looked at him, the resemblance was uncanny,” she remembers. “It was like looking at my oldest brother.”


  An only child, Jeff had been raised in Iowa and was only ten when his father (FitzPatrick’s long-gone grandfather) died from lung cancer. Through Jeff’s research, he discovered that the elder Wingert had a first family, where he’d fathered Joe and his sister, and a second family. Then he had divorced, remarried, and had Jeff ten years into that marriage. Jeff is only three years older than FitzPatrick.


  “If you could have seen the look on my father’s face when Jeff came through the door,” says FitzPatrick. “He was glowing. I can’t speak for him, but I think he was very pleased to meet his legacy, his half brother. Jeff is a successful, nice guy, and they really hit it off. It was a very, very happy day.”


  Perhaps one of the greatest benefits of their meeting was Jeff’s ability to demystify the image of their grandfather, whom they’d previously seen as a bad guy who just one day took off and left the family.


  FitzPatrick says that Jeff told nice stories about his father, and that it sounded like he had a very happy, idyllic childhood. Joe Wingert never knew he had other siblings, other than his sister Lenore, also raised by the Carneys. It turns out that their father, Jacob Wingert, was also an interesting and successful man. Their father, Jeff explained, was a mechanical genius who fixed factory equipment and even trained pilots during World War II.


  “I really believe this brought some closure for my father,” FitzPatrick says. “To think he was terminally ill, and a half brother walked in, it’s like divine intervention or something. They liked each other right away and even had some of the same mannerisms.”


  Her father died three weeks after the visit.


  “If we had put Jeff off, or waited, they never would have met,” she says.


  “Jeff’s search was prompted only by his own children’s questions about his ancestry,” she says. “He was flabbergasted to discover he had a half brother and sister! All of this was discovered after being told this for almost sixty years that he was an only child.”


  Like many of the out-of-the-blue sibling DNA discoveries, this one is chock full of coincidences. FitzPatrick’s middle son, Matt, was attending law school at Creighton University in Omaha, just blocks from Jeff’s office. When Matt graduated, just weeks after they first learned about Jeff, members from both families got together to celebrate and learn more about each other.


  “We’re staying in touch and connecting at holidays,” says FitzPatrick. “Ours is a very happy family in the fact that my father and all of us welcomed the news. Well, at least eventually. At first, my mother was a bit protective of my father, especially given his health at the time. But [Jeff] turned out to be an interesting and kind guy and a wonderful new addition to our family.”


  Meantime, the reunion has sparked FitzPatrick’s interest in ancestry research.


  One mystery that has been resolved: the Wingert family is not Hungarian, as was assumed. In fact, the descendants are predominantly Irish, Scottish, and English, with heritage from a smaller fraction of multiple northwestern European countries.


  She says, “My father was able to heal an open wound before he passed away, and my uncle has become a close friend, especially with me. He got the bug that ancestry-seekers often relate, filling in the gaps of knowledge and lore. And although I found it hard to miss the grandfather I never knew but always wondered about (since his name branded my identity until I married), finding my uncle has revealed many wondrous stories about his adventures and service to our country.”


  Today, she’s discovering what she calls “more leaves on that side of my family tree.” They continue to be filled in, as do other branches from her mother’s side—a family that has also dealt with painful separation through emigration and unknown destinations. “In my case,” she says, “I have experienced both a sense of closure and a profound respect for my ancestors’ journeys to the United States.”


  LEGACY LESSON


  “Hearing the nice stories about my grandfather has prompted all of us to not make assumptions and to give more thought to why he left. Maybe the Carneys, my maternal grandmother’s brothers and family, kicked him out. We’ll never know. But my father was able to connect with a part of his family that brought him joy.”


  Upending the Family Tree: DNA reveals life-changing answer to “Who am I?”


  
    In her novel Tree of Lives, award-winning author Elizabeth Garden explores, among other things, fate and how we carry ghosts from the past with us into the future.


    The story follows Ruth, a white Anglo-Saxon Protestant Connecticut artist with a rich pedigree. Ruth finds herself drawn to Jewish people in her community, the only people she came across who treated her with kindness, besides one grandmother with whom she was very close.


    During her tumultuous life, Ruth briefly befriends a famous man who advises her to “marry a Jew.” Later, she finally meets a very nice Jewish doctor and even converts.


    Then she takes a DNA test and discovers she is 14 percent Jewish. It turns out, her beloved grandmother was Jewish but was adopted and raised by another family.


    The book has gained widespread attention. Tree of Lives won a gold medal in women’s literature from the Florida Authors and Publishers Association President’s Book Awards.


    But the plot thickens when readers discover the work is autobiographical and describes Garden’s own journey as she uncovered a life-changing secret in her own family.

  


  Growing up in southwestern Connecticut, Garden, sixty-five, never quite felt comfortable with all the emphasis on her family’s ties to the Daughters of the American Revolution and all the hoity-toity machinations required of families of affluence.


  In the 1960s, her town was one of the nation’s most patrician and palatial communities, and far from an ethnic hodgepodge. The town was home to restrictive country clubs, places where, by many accounts, Jews were not always made to feel welcome, and Garden never quite accepted that she was solely a descendant of the Puritan settlers who ran the show. Instead, she was always drawn to her Jewish friends.
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