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No one else on planet Earth knows more about twins than Dr. Nancy Segal. She has personally participated in studies dealing with (a) the biology of twinning, (b) the psychological consequences of twins having been separated early in life, (c) the psychological consequences of twin loss, (d) the experience of being a member of a pair of twins (or triplets), (e) the evolutionary aspects of twinning, (f) the psychological development of twins over time, and (g) the behavioral genetic findings from twin and adoption research. She even invented and implemented a new twinlike research design—the study of virtual twins (unrelated individuals very close in age who are reared in the same family). Dr. Segal has also worked as a consultant on numerous legal cases involving controversies that have arisen because the participants were twins (e.g., wrongful death, injury, custody, accusations of cheating, and controversies regarding twins' placement in the same or different classrooms). Finally, Dr. Segal brings to bear a depth of understanding and empathy that can only come from being a twin herself.


The psychological consequences of switching and consequently separating a pair of twins at birth are profound for all participants. In addition, such an event has legal and ethical implications. No one else comes close to being as qualified as Dr. Segal to elucidate the underlying issues and explain their relevance to a variety of contemporary societal practices. Consider just two of the many issues discussed in this book: parental certainty about a child's paternity and maternity and genetic and environmental influences on psychological development.


In the past, a new mother never worried over whether or not her child was really hers. Only fathers worried, generating an entire literature on cuckoldry, a topic well developed in the works of Shakespeare. Evolutionary psychologists have asserted that this “problem” led to the development of mechanisms for mate retention, such as denigrating competitors. As Dr. Segal points out, possible baby switching now presents us with a novel problem for mothers, raising a host of interesting psychological issues even Shakespeare did not imagine. Indeed, in spite of the clear elucidation of the problem by Shakespeare, not long ago psychology was so dominated by behaviorist arguments that the rearing environment was everything (the Professional Blank Slate Theory) that psychologists would have asserted that it did not matter who the child's biological parents were. Indeed, some psychologists even argued that a child's gender was simply a social construction.


Children change as they grow and develop, and there are correlations between the parents' behavior and children's behavior (e.g., parents who talk to their children more tend to have children with larger vocabularies than parents who talk to their children less). Therefore, many parents believe that their child-rearing practices are the principal cause of the way in which their children turn out (the Lay Blank Slate Theory). This theory, while clearly in part correct (children require a supportive environment in order for normal development to follow an orderly course), mistakes correlation for causation and ignores the fact that parents also transmit genes that influence behavior.


Today, in part because of Dr. Segal's work in evolutionary psychology, social genetics, and developmental behavior genetics, we know that both Blank Slate theories are seriously flawed and a much broader frame of reference must be brought to bear on virtually every important psychological issue. Evolutionary mechanisms, quantitative genetic mechanisms, and environmental influences all underlie human development and the adult manifestation of psychological traits, as well as emotional response systems and the development of one's identity. Dr. Segal brings this broad frame of reference to the issues discussed in this book.


Because she is both a gifted psychologist and a gifted writer, the story of this unusual experiment is told with verve, insight, and empathy. It is a story that has relevance to each and every one of us, as each and every one of us could have been Someone Else's Twin.


Dr. Thomas J. Bouchard Jr.
Professor Emeritus
University of Minnesota
Department of Psychology
Director, Minnesota Study of Twins Reared Apart (1979-1999)
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Every once in a while a researcher discovers a problem, event, or situation that is irresistible, something so compelling that she drops everything to study it. This happened to me in June 2008 when I learned about Delia and Begoña, a pair of switched-at-birth identical twins from Spain's Canary Islands (Islas Canarias), located off the Moroccan coast. In 1973, newborn twin Delia, born on January 18, was accidentally switched with unrelated infant Beatriz, born on January 15, in the crowded nursery of the Nuestra Señora del Pino Hospital. It is likely that the three infants were placed in the same incubator, making an exchange of babies likely by either of the two nurses in charge of sixty newborns. In that instant, Begoña and Beatriz became a fraternal “twin” pair, and Delia became a first-born “singleton” child raised by a family with whom she had no biological connection. No one discovered the mistake until 2001 when the twins and Beatriz turned twenty-eight, at which time two chance encounters, two incidents of mistaken identity, and more than a little curiosity finally revealed the truth.


Lawsuits filed against the Canary Islands Health Service by the twins and their families continued for years. The case drew little attention until 2008, when it was allegedly leaked to reporters in the capital city of Las Palmas on the island of Gran Canaria. News spread quickly through the seven islands comprising the Islas Canarias, across Spain, and throughout the world. Psychologist Payam Heidary from California sent me a link to the online story.1 Minutes after reading it I was riveted and knew I would go to Las Palmas to meet the twins, their families, and their attorneys. I wanted a closer look at the circumstances and consequences of this incredible case—my only fear was that another investigator would get there first. I learned that Delia and Begoña were only the sixth pair of switched-at-birth twins ever identified; I learned of a seventh pair shortly after I discovered them.
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I was fortunate that the families' attorneys, Sebastian Socorro Perdomo (for Delia) and José Antonio Rodríguez Peregrina (for Begoña and Beatriz) gave me full access to their clients while they turned away most reporters, journalists, and other individuals seeking information about the twins. The lawyers reasoned that my professional background in twin research might help their case. I sent Socorro several articles about twins reared apart and a 2005 book chapter I had written about switched-at-birth twins before I arrived.


The Spanish press and other newspapers in mostly Latin countries began covering the twins' story in 2008. In June of that year Socorro's office arranged for me to be interviewed by Mónica López Ferrado, a science reporter from Spain's leading national newspaper El Pais.2 I received Ferrado's e-mail message while changing planes in Dallas en route to Louisville, Kentucky, for the annual Behavior Genetics Association meeting. Ferrado produced what must be the best, most comprehensive newspaper coverage of this case outside Gran Canaria. When I arrived in Las Palmas in September 2009, I was interviewed by Antonio F. de la Gándara, a writer from the local Canarian newspaper Canarias 7, who also covered the case extensively.


I traveled to Las Palmas in September 2009 to spend twelve days gathering material. I stayed at the Tryp Iberia Hotel, just three kilometers (two miles) from the city's popular beach, Playa de las Canteras, and marveled at the hotel's gorgeous views of the ocean. Scenery aside, the hotel is also situated approximately midway between the two attorneys' offices, located, respectively, in the old town of Triana Vegueta (Socorro) and the newer development along Calle Luis Doreste Silva (Peregrina). With much to be done, I had only one free weekday. I used it to visit the old Cathedral Santa Ana and Casa Colon (Columbus Museum) in the historic scenic section of Vegueta and to explore the bustling shopping promenade Calle Mayor de Triana (see figures 1.3 and 1.4).


Before I got to work, I wanted to understand a bit more about where the twins grew up. On Calle Alcalde José Ramirez Bethencourt, not far from the hotel entrance,3 is a statue of a large canine, shown in figure 1.5. Most people assume that the seven Canary Islands were named after the bird, the canary, but the islands were instead named after the dogs that figured significantly in their history. Canary birds were, in fact, later named after the islands to which they are native.4 There are many historical references to dogs on these islands and many different stories about how the Canary Islands were named. Archeological excavations on one of the islands, Tenerife, showed that dogs were buried with their masters to lead their souls to the place of the dead.5 As for the name, it may derive from the North African tribe the Canarii who once inhabited the island of Gran Canaria, the twins' birthplace. The name might also come from the Latin term Insular Canaria, which means Canary Island. Whatever the reason, eventually people began calling the islands the Islands of Canaria, then the Canary Islands.
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I do not speak Spanish, so I worked closely with interpreter Jessica Crespo. She accompanied me to the attorneys' offices, the twins' homes, the judge's office, the shopping mall where the twins first met, and many other locations. I found Jessica through the American School in Las Palmas, where she teaches English. I hired Jessica based largely on her credentials—she holds a bachelor's degree in translation and interpreting with a major in law and economics and a master's degree in audiovisual translation from the University of Las Palmas. Jessica is also a sworn translator, as named by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and has studied children's literature translation at the University of Surrey in England. She showed an impressive command of English, evident to me during telephone interviews prior to my leaving for Spain. I met Jessica in person on September 13, the day before our interviews with the twins began. Jessica was a stunning, twenty-seven-year-old woman who spoke French as well as English and Spanish. She had shoulder-length brown hair and brown eyes and stood taller than her five-foot, eight-inch height because of the shoes she wore. I was lucky to have found Jessica because her wonderful social skills put the twins and their families at ease during the interviews, and we became friends as well as colleagues. Jessica is pictured in figure 1.6.


The result of my research in the Canary Islands is this book, Someone Else's Twin, in which I examine and describe the traumatic life changes with which Delia, Begoña, and Beatriz still grapple. I also introduce other switched-at-birth twins and singletons whose life stories were similarly altered beyond recognition. This book is also about the significance of the families' experiences for women having babies, parents raising children, lawyers protecting justice, and researchers studying behavior. I chose the title Someone Else's Twin because it captures the switching of the twins from the perspectives of everyone involved.
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For readers to understand my immediate response to news of the Canary Islands twins, I must go back in time. I am a fraternal twin. My sister Anne and I were the only children born to our parents Al and Esther Segal, both in their early thirties. The double conception was natural—my mom was just approaching the age at which the chance of having fraternal twins starts to rise.7 She had an easy pregnancy, although we were born prematurely at seven-and-a-half months, as are many multiple-birth infants. One could also say that we were an early reared-apart pair—Anne, the larger and more robust baby, went home after a few days' stay in the incubator, while I was a month-long incubator occupant.


Over the years, friends and relatives sent us the usual matching outfits, but they did not look adorable on us. I discovered several photographs taken when we were two, three, and four showing us in identical T-shirts, shorts, and dresses. Seeing them today gives me the impression of two kids trying to look like twins, making it easy to understand why my mother rarely dressed us alike. Our physical differences have persisted—since childhood, Anne stood four inches taller than me, so I often received her hand-me-downs. Anne's hair is short and wavy, while mine is long, straight, and slightly darker than hers. No one ever confused us or suspected that we were twins, although some people forget which name goes with which twin.
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The differences between Anne and me extend beyond our looks. Anne is a corporate attorney; I am a psychology professor. Anne is slightly introverted; I am fairly extroverted. Anne is married; I am unmarried. Anne lives in New York; I live in California. But we are close sisters who trust each other more than any other person in the world and laugh together at jokes no one else would follow. However, it was our differences, not our similarities, that captivated me and caused me to think hard about how children growing up together can be so dissimilar. My dual interest in twins and psychology has defined my career, and I've had more fun than many of my colleagues trying to answer all sorts of human developmental questions. For me, twins bring human interest and personal relevance to a scientifically significant research subject. Their personal stories illuminate the test data in many ways. It is amusing to hear that identical twins independently choose similar outfits, buy the same birthday cards, or make the same unusual mistake on an exam. But these events are consistent with research showing that identical twins have similar tastes, preferences, and abilities.


There is another small piece to this story. Just for fun, Anne and I had our DNA tested at Affiliated Genetics, a Salt Lake City, Utah, laboratory that performs paternity and twin-typing (identical and fraternal) tests. The staff distributes special kits that allow clients to prepare saliva samples at home and mail them to the laboratory for processing. I often use their services for determining whether twins in my studies are identical or fraternal.


Our results were perfectly reasonable, but gave me a slight jolt. Anne and I had fewer than the average eight out of fifteen matches expected for fraternal twins and full siblings. The results are certainly consistent with genetic relatedness. In fact, it is possible for fraternal twins and full siblings (both of whom share half their genes, on average, by descent) to differ on all tested DNA markers because they have only a 50 percent chance of inheriting each gene in common. Because I knew this in advance, my momentary concern quickly subsided. Delia, Begoña, and Beatriz's case has heightened my awareness of how previously unknown birth events can so profoundly alter lives years later.


Knowing who your relatives are is a fundamental part of personal identity and developmental continuity, as the switched-at-birth twins have clearly shown. What happened to the Canary Islands families could happen to anyone.




TWINS IN SCIENCE


Scientists see twins as natural experiments that reveal how and to what degree genes and environments shape human behavioral and physical traits. This natural experiment derives from the availability of two types of twins, monozygotic (identical or MZ) and dizygotic (fraternal or DZ). MZ twins originate from the splitting of a single fertilized egg or zygote within the first two weeks after conception. Most textbooks state that MZ twins share 100 percent of their genes, and that is theoretically correct. However, errors in cell division, mutations, copy number variations (presence of more than two copies of some genes), differential X chromosome inactivation in MZ female twins, and other events make MZ twins not strictly identical.8 Still, MZ twins are as close as possible to natural human clones. It is generally believed that MZ twinning is a random event, meaning that anyone is equally likely to conceive such a set. However, some studies have questioned this wisdom, suggesting that the predisposition for having MZ twins is genetically transmitted within certain families.9


DZ twinning is genetically passed down within families.10 The specific genes involved are as of yet unknown, but some good candidates for these genes have been identified.11 The conventional wisdom is that DZ twinning “skips” generations, and while this can happen in some families, this type of transmission has never been scientifically confirmed. DZ twins result when a woman simultaneously releases two eggs that are fertilized by two separate sperm. As I explained above, DZ twins share 50 percent of their genes, on average, making them genetically equivalent to full siblings. DZ twins may be same-sex or opposite-sex, events that occur with approximately equal frequency. DZ twins occur more frequently among Black populations, followed by Caucasian populations and Asian populations in succession, further supporting the presence of genetic effects on nonidentical twinning. DZ twins are also born more frequently, on average, to women conceiving in their midthirties and later and more frequently to women who are taller and heavier.12 Spontaneous DZ twinning has, in fact, been associated with increased maternal levels of follicle-stimulating hormone (FSH) found in relatively taller, heavier, and older women.13 The link between DZ twinning and maternal age partly explains recent changes in the frequency with which twins are born.


The twinning rate in the United States in 2008 (the latest year for which statistics are available) and in other Western nations is about one in thirty births, a dramatic increase from the one in sixty births reported in 1980.14 This increase is primarily due to the availability of assisted reproductive technology (ART), which allow infertile couples to conceive. Among these couples are those who delay having children and thus experience difficulty conceiving. ART mostly elevates the chance of having fraternal twins, although in vitro fertilization (IVF or implantation of embryos in the uterus) has been associated with an unexpected increase in MZ twinning (albeit to a lesser degree), possibly due to manipulation of the zygote in the laboratory.


Classic twin studies involve comparing behavioral and physical similarities between MZ and DZ twin pairs reared together (MZT and DZT). This simple and elegant technique was first described in 1875 by the British scholar Sir Francis Galton. Galton's work preceded scientific knowledge about the biological bases of twinning, yet he reasoned that twins who looked alike shared all their heredity while those who looked different shared only a portion of their heredity. By comparing the life histories of thirty-five twin pairs in which “similarity at first was close” and twenty twin pairs in which there was “great dissimilarity at first,” Galton concluded, “It is, that their history affords means of distinguishing between the effects of tendencies received at birth, and of those that were imposed by the circumstances of their after lives; in other words, between the effects of nature and nurture.”15


A wealth of twin research has since shown that MZ twins are more alike than DZ twins in height, weight, intelligence, personality, athleticism, social attitudes, job satisfaction, and medical conditions, demonstrating genetic influence on these traits.16 Virtually all measured human characteristics show some degree of genetic influence.


Another powerful way to study twins involves comparing the behaviors of MZ and DZ twins reared in separate families (MZA and DZA, with A standing for “apart”). These rare pairs are extremely valuable research subjects because of their shared genes (100 percent and 50 percent on average, respectively) and their exposure to different influences within their respective families and communities. Growing up apart, without the influence of the other twin and without being subject to the same family circumstances, these twins offer scientists sensitive tests of the relative contributions of genes and environments to behavioral and physical traits. In fact, the MZA intraclass correlation (a statistic expressing the degree of twin resemblance that varies from –1.0 to 1.0) directly expresses just how much variation among people is explained by genetic factors.


I must point out, however, that the shared environment of twins growing up together has little effect on their similarity. Evidence to support this conclusion comes from studies showing that the degree of resemblance between MZA and MZT (T standing for “together”) twins across most traits is quite similar17 and that twins treated alike are not more behaviorally alike than twins treated differently.18 Unfortunately, critics of twin research continue to raise objections even while they are not supported by the data. Studying twins reared apart is one approach to addressing their concerns.


TWINS REARED APART


I spent nine years, from 1982 to 1991, working with participants in the Minnesota Study of Twins Reared Apart (MISTRA), which was directed by Professor Thomas J. Bouchard Jr. at the University of Minnesota in Minneapolis. Many reared-apart twins are unaware of having been born a twin, information that is often not known until they reach adulthood. The participants I studied learned about their twinship in many different ways, such as being told by their rearing parents, by gaining access to birth records, or by accidentally being confused for someone else. All of their stories are worth telling, but I have selected a choice few.


MZA twins Jack Yufe and Oskar Stohr, born in Port of Spain, Trinidad, in 1933, were separated when they were six months of age when their parents' relationship failed.19 Jack was raised Jewish by his father in Trinidad, while Oskar was raised Catholic by his mother in Nazi Germany. Both learned as children that they had a twin brother, but the concept of twinship did not mean much to them at that time. When they were teenagers, Jack and Oskar began sending each other letters, many quite endearing. “My dear brother,” Oskar began; “Your loving brother,” Jack ended. Their first meeting in Germany in 1954 when they were twenty-one did not go well because of their sharply diverging political and historical views. They had no contact with one another after that until 1980 when they were forty-six and Jack's then-wife Ona learned about the MISTRA. Jack wrote to Oskar to ask him to participate and he agreed. When the twins were assessed in Minnesota, they began a lovehate relationship that lasted until Oskar's death in 1997. Oskar's passing was very disturbing to Jack, who did not attend his twin brother's funeral because Jack himself was the living reminder of the husband, father, and grandfather whom Oskar's family missed terribly.


An intriguing aspect of Jack and Oskar's story is that each twin knew that had their rearing situations been reversed, each would have become the person whose opinions and ideas he abhorred. These twins illustrate philosopher Dale Wright's view that the self-understanding that grounds our identity is subject to contingencies that are context dependent.20


MZA twin Nora Laster was three months old when she was adopted from South Korea by an American couple living in Washington, DC.21 Her birth parents had had two daughters and could not afford to raise two more, nor could they afford the extra hospital care required by Nora, the lighter-birth-weight twin. Therefore, her mother decided to place Nora in an orphanage. Nora's biological father was working in Liberia at that time and did not know his wife had delivered twins. A year later Nora's birth parents returned to the orphanage to try to reclaim her, or actually to buy her back, but it was too late.


Nora, as a nineteen-year-old college sophomore, began searching for her biological family. Her adoption papers indicated that she had two older siblings, but there was no mention of a twin. Nora contacted the Holt agency in Korea and two weeks later received an e-mail message telling her that she was from a family of four children, two daughters and twins. She was puzzled and wondered if she was a fifth child, but reading further she learned that she was one of the twins. “I was dumbfounded. I could not speak. I wondered if we were identical or fraternal and what it would have been like to have grown up together. I wondered if we had a ‘twin connection.’ I decided I wanted to see Korea and meet my birth family.” In 2008 Nora decided to study in Korea, and there she met her identical twin sister Chun Hei. Their first meeting took place in a taxicab in Seoul that Chun Hei had taken to the university where Nora was waiting. The twins could not really converse because they did not speak the same language, but they could not stop staring at one another. The taxi took them to the central train station, where they boarded a train to their birth parents' home in Busan. They fell asleep on the train holding hands.


Thirty-one-year-old Mark Newman and Jerry Levey were living about sixty miles apart in different New Jersey cities.22 Both twins were volunteer firefighters, but only Jerry attended the 1985 Volunteer Fireman's Convention in Wildwood, New Jersey. One of Mark's friends, Captain Jimmy Tedesco, could not stop staring at Jerry and finally approached him to ask about his birthday, his family, and whether he had been adopted. Convinced that Mark and Jerry were identical twins, Tedesco arranged to bring them together, telling Mark that they were visiting another firehouse to inspect equipment. When the six-foot, four-inch brothers stood face-to-face and removed their hats, Mark asked, “What's my bald head doing on his shoulders ?” Their party lasted for hours.




I wish the Internet had been available to the public when I was working on the MISTRA because it has made finding family members much easier and quicker than in the past.23 I recently heard from Hanan Hardy, a thirty-five-year-old woman from Washington, DC. She had no idea she was a twin until her identical twin sister Hasania, who lives in Morocco, contacted her on Facebook. That day, Hanan learned that she was a twin and that she was adopted. These are just a few examples of the different ways people discover they are reared-apart twins and how they eventually meet.


Most twins are initially stunned, then overjoyed, to learn that they have a twin brother or sister. Some twins, most of whom are adoptees like Nora, begin searching for their biological parents and discover along the way that they have a twin. In most cases, news of being a twin causes them to refocus their search to locate the twin, whose identity becomes more important than that of the parents. Many twins, like Nora, become consumed with finding their twin, a process that can require spending large sums of money on traveling, obtaining documents, even hiring private investigators. These decisions signal the importance of the twin relationship in people's lives.


TWIN RELATIONS


Social closeness refers to the concern, trust, and caring people have for others in their lives, as well as to the enjoyment of those relationships.24 Research shows that the bond between MZ twins may be the closest of human social connections—certainly the death of an MZ twin is generally the most devastating of losses for the surviving co-twin. DZ twins are not as close as MZ twins, on average, but there is overlap: some MZ twins are not very close, and some DZ twins are.


The bases of the bonds between twins have been debated, but the twins' perceptions of the many traits they share are probably the force driving them together. My late thesis advisor at the University of Chicago, Daniel G. Freedman, put it best by suggesting that recognition of common features may foster a “sense of ‘we’ between ourselves and our fellow tribesmen. Recognition of this sense triggers a series of emotions whose net effect is tribal unity and the increased chance for altruism.”25 In 2003, I conducted a study showing that MZA twins feel closer to and more familiar with one another than DZA twins, both when they meet and subsequently. I believe that the MZA twins' perceptions of their behavioral and physical similarities explain these social relationship differences between the two types of reunited twins. DZA twins are less alike than MZA twins and are likely to be aware of their differences.


This reasoning can also help us understand why both MZA and DZA twins feel closer to one another than they do to the unrelated siblings with whom they were reared since childhood. The twins' feelings do not imply dislike or rejection of their adoptive siblings but rather an easier rapport with and greater attraction to the twin with whom they have more in common.


Meeting a twin is a major, and generally positive, life-changing event that the reunited Minnesota twins enjoyed talking about. Many of the twins acquired in-laws, nieces, and nephews whom they had never known existed. All of them gained insight into their medical histories, such as the possible genetic origins of their dental disease or tendencies toward weight gain, conditions they may have formerly attributed to inconsistent flossing or occasional overeating. The Minnesota twins, most of whom were adopted, also learned what it is like to resemble someone physically and behaviorally. Many twins said that the missing pieces from their lives were finally filled in.


Some people feel that something is missing from their lives, perhaps a satisfying relationship, a professional goal, or a sense of purpose. It has been found that some adoptees, even those from loving families, experience an inner emptiness or isolation26 variously linked to their behavioral or physical differences from their family members or their desire to know the origins of their outgoing personalities or artistic talents. I believe that when twins meet one another, their questions finally find answers, closing the gaps in their life stories. They were not pining for a long-lost twin, because there is no scientific proof that intrauterine knowledge of twinship exists. They just wanted the same information that most other people have about their lives.


There is a special class of separated twins for whom reunions are not joyous occasions but are devastating, traumatic, and unwelcome events. These are the twins, like Delia and Begoña, who are switched at birth.


SWITCHED AT BIRTH


Some people will remember the 1988 comedy film, Big Business, starring actresses Lily Tomlin and Bette Midler. Tomlin and Midler play members of identical switched-at-birth twin sets, both named Sadie and Rose, born in the 1940s. Two families, one rich and one poor, deliver identical twin girls at the same time, but a senile nurse named Nanny inadvertently switches the first-born twins. The twins finally meet forty years later in conjunction with a big business deal. It seems an improbable premise because only seven switched-at-birth twin pairs have been identified, but the film's plot mirrors actual events in such twins' extraordinary life stories. Some identical twins find one another because they look alike and are confused by people who know one or both of them. However, identical twins who don't look exactly alike because of differences in weight or hair-style and fraternal twins who may not resemble each other at all might never meet. Even look-alike twins whose paths fail to cross may never learn the truth about their birth. Every one of the seven switched-at-birth twin pairs of which I am aware came to light because the twins looked very much alike and were mistaken for one another from time to time.


It is impossible to know how often newborn infant twins are separated and go home with the wrong set of parents because only the discovered cases are reported. In this regard, identical twins have a clear advantage over switched-at-birth fraternal twins because their matched appearance causes the confusion that ultimately leads to their reunion. Non-twin infants have also been switched at birth, but these events may stay hidden forever because these unrelated children probably do not look at all alike. Nevertheless, switched-at-birth non-twins have been identified, mostly because someone remembered something unusual about the birth or hospital staff and reexamined their records.


Non-twins Kay Qualis and DeeAnn Shafer were unintentionally switched in an Oregon Hospital in 1953. A neighbor who knew both of their mothers told Kay's brother that his mother, Marjorie, had told the nurses that the baby she was given to take home was not hers, but the staff had ignored her concerns. Rumors of a mix-up circulated among some family members for years until DNA testing confirmed who the real relatives were. Kay and DeeAnn celebrated their next birthday together, at age fifty-seven, and are friendly. However, as Kay commented, “I'm trying to move forward [and] look at the positive. You can't look back. It just drives you crazy.”27


Two baby boys in Argentina's Entre Rios province were inadvertently switched at birth, but both couples decided to keep the child they had been given because of the deep attachments they had developed toward their sons.28 The children, born on August 16, 1999, were five years old when the mistake was discovered. The hospital realized its mistake soon after the delivery, but it amended the records rather than informing the families. Each family claimed $34,000 from the state for moral damages (pain and suffering), but the sum was reduced to $500 because the babies were not switched back. A Spanish newspaper article written about the Las Palmas twins in July 2008 identified ten pairs of non-twin infants who had been inadvertently switched in Spain over the past twenty years, and in all cases DNA tests had allowed the babies to be returned quickly to their biological families.29




These brief news clips suggest that hospital mistakes are accepted and that people go on with their lives, but they are misleading. These short stories hardly capture the emotional turbulence, anger, and self-doubt that accompany such news. Only two book-length accounts of switched-at-birth infants are available. One is by Madeleine Joye, the mother of switched-at-birth twins Paul and Philippe, whom I will discuss in the next chapter.30 The other is by Frederick George, who at fifty-seven learned he had been accidentally exchanged with another infant, Jim Churchman, during Christmas 1946. “I grew up with a nagging feeling of somehow not belonging,” he wrote.31


A graduate school friend of mine comes from a family of eight children. When I told her of my plans for this book in the summer 2010 at a conference in Madison, Wisconsin, her face took on a serious expression. She confessed to me that her parents and siblings suspected that one of her brothers had been switched with another infant at the hospital. “He never looked or behaved like one of us,” she said. Her brother did not get along with the other members of the family and had been estranged from them for years.


Like the brief news clips, the few theatrical treatments of switched twins also overlook the real-life consequences of these events. Shakespeare's Comedy of Errors conveys the hilarity that comes from the confusion created by identical individuals being approached by people they do not know and being rejected by people they think they do know. In the play, two sets of identical male twins are born on the same day, one set to the merchant Egon and another set to a poor family whom Egon purchases as slaves for his sons. A shipwreck separates the true twins, placing one member from each pair together while sending the two mismatched sets down different paths. Errors, misperceptions, and confusion follow until the two true pairs are reunited. The play ends happily, but it is, after all, a play.


Shakespeare knew a great deal about twins, having fathered an opposite-sex twin pair, Judith and Hamnet. His personal connection to twins was probably responsible for his mismatched twin characters Antipholus (of Syracuse) and slave Dromio (of Syracuse), and Antipholus (of Ephesus) and slave Dromio (of Ephesus) in Comedy of Errors, as well as the separated male-female twins Sebastian and Viola in Twelfth Night.32 What Shakespeare did not realize is that his mismatched twin pairs in Comedy of Errors were really virtual twins, unusual siblings who are of considerable scientific interest because of their shared age and non-shared genes.


VIRTUAL TWINS AND
OTHER UNUSUAL PAIRINGS


Most reared-apart twins are separated either because they are born to unmarried mothers, their mother dies during childbirth, or their family cannot afford to raise two infants. But there are twins whose separation is unintentional, traceable to human error by nurses or foster care workers responsible for newborn care. Accidental “switching” of one twin with a non-twin infant sends two children home with the wrong parents. These events conspire to create highly unusual and scientifically informative kinships. Unrelated parent-child pairs and unrelated non-twin sibling sets are produced in the process, as they would be even when non-twin infants are switched. However, switched-at-birth twins generate an additional exotic array of extraordinary relationships, namely twins raised apart, “singleton twins,” and alleged fraternal twins, or what I call virtual twins.


Virtual twins (VTs) are an especially interesting twinlike group, and I have now studied over 140 such pairs. Virtual twins are same-age unrelated children reared together since infancy. They come about mostly in two ways—couples may adopt two same-age children at the same time, or they may adopt one infant who is close in age to a biological child in the family. Some unusual VT pairs I have studied were created when (a) one child was adopted and the other was conceived by a surrogate mother whose egg was fertilized using the father's sperm and (b) one child was adopted and the other was gestated by the mother following embryo donation.


The fascinating aspect of virtual twins is that they replay twinship but without the genetic link. In fact, virtual twins are the reverse of identical twins reared apart—virtual twins share their environments but not their genes, whereas identical twins reared apart share their genes but not their environments.33 Virtual twins are valuable participants in psychological research because they tell us how much growing up together affects behavioral resemblance. I have discovered that virtual twin children are much less alike in general intelligence and decision making than identical twins and fraternal twins, demonstrating that a shared family environment has little effect on how similar siblings turn out in terms of these measures.


Parents raising virtual twins create them knowingly but not always intentionally. Sometimes two infants become available for adoption when only one was requested, and families unexpectedly find themselves with a virtual pair. Other times parents seek adoption when their attempts at conception fail, only to find that a surprise pregnancy coincides with the availability of an adoptee. In fact, two families in my study include an adoptee and an artificially conceived triplet set, generating three virtual twin pairs each. Regardless of how these scenarios play out, both the parents and the children are fully aware of the relationship of each child to the other children and to other family members. The children's differences in appearance and behavior largely reflect their different sets of genes and are expected and accepted by everyone who knows them. People on the street may ask if the children are twins, but most parents deny this except when they tire of explaining their children's true relationship.


Events responsible for twins being switched at birth also unintentionally—but unknowingly—create a virtual twin pair from one twin and the unrelated infant with whom the co-twin was exchanged. These virtual twins differ importantly from “ordinary” virtual twins (who are hardly ordinary) because they and their parents believe they are fraternal twins. The belief that their children truly belong together overwhelms parents' perceptions of the “twins'” differences, which can seem extreme even for fraternal twins. Such differences might include skin color and temperament, as in Begoña and Beatriz's case. The behavioral and physical traits of some of these virtual twin pairs, such as Paul and Philippe, Mari and Samantha (Tairí), and especially Begoña and Beatriz (whose story is the focus of this book) differ dramatically. I describe all these virtual twins' differences in the next chapter.


Some parents are baffled by their fraternal twins' extraordinary differences, even when the parents know that the genetic hand each of us is dealt could have caused them. However, the possibility that twins might be switched at birth never occurs to most parents, including those of Begoña and Beatriz. Instead, they rationalize the unusual traits they see in one of their twin children—a dark-skinned child in a light-skinned family must be due to distant relatives on the father's side, or a blond-haired child in a dark-haired family surely comes from intermarriage on the mother's side. The faith that most people place in hospitals, doctors, and healthcare workers prevents them from considering the unthinkable possibility that a “baby switch” took place.


This book is about families caught by unwelcome surprises, news of twins switched at birth, which changed everything they knew and believed about who they were and who their children were. These rare separated twins also raise issues and questions of universal significance, four of which I will address throughout this book.


ISSUES AND QUESTIONS


Imaginary twins switched at birth are clever literary devices, as in Shakespeare's plays. But in real life they raise issues and questions of universal societal significance that have implications for everyone, not just twins. The first issue concerns maternity certainty, or the process by which mothers know whether or not a newborn infant truly belongs to them. This seems so simple, and most people would say that, of course, they know. But how they know is not so easily answered. Unfortunately, modern-day deliveries in understaffed hospitals have made newborn identity an uncomfortable concern for some mothers. Ordinary finger-printing of mothers and babies or attaching name bracelets to both helps, but neither procedure guarantees correct identification because human mistakes can get in the way. I will take a look at the fascinating science behind child identity from both maternal and paternal perspectives.


Neither Delia and Begoña's nor Beatriz's mother ever suspected that their nurses had given them the wrong infant to take home. The fact that neither mother doubted her relationship to her child made the truth even more difficult for them to accept.


A second societal concern involves the shock, disbelief, pain, and reluctant acceptance that the Canary Islands twins and their families experienced. The vital connection between parents and their young children is widely recognized, but the loss of this bond in adulthood has received little attention. Perhaps this is because our personal identities—who we are and where we came from; our sense of ourselves as continuous and connected—are in place by the time we reach adulthood. That may be true, but identities can be shattered, as they were for Delia, Begoña, and Beatriz—as well as for their mothers and fathers and their brothers and sisters.


Adoption is society's wonderful answer to people's desire to raise children when having biological children may not be an option. Adoption is also an excellent alternative for families who are unable to care for the babies they deliver. In my ongoing study of young reared-apart twins from China, a country that has followed a one-child policy since 1980,34 most families adopted because of fertility problems (44 percent), but others did so because of their desire for another child (33 percent), the previous loss of a child (11 percent), humanitarian reasons (6 percent), or other circumstances (6 percent). However, these parents knowingly adopted these infants whose biological families purposefully relinquished them for adoption. At the same time, none of the families knew at the time of adoption that their child was part of a twin pair, although some suspected this due to their baby's resemblance to another.35


The parent-child relationship for Delia (the single twin) and for Beatriz (the unrelated twin) was the same as that between adoptive parents and their children—adoptive parents and children share their family environments, but they do not share genes. In contrast, the parents of the switched-at-birth twins did not give up their children, nor did they decide to raise someone else's child. Their lawsuits were largely intended to call attention to their suffering as a way of preventing other families from suffering their horrendous experience.


A third issue I will address concerns the conversion of psychological and emotional damages (e.g., loss of intimate association) into monetary compensation, a problem that has occupied attorneys representing plaintiffs in wrongful death and custody cases. This is a particularly difficult issue in switched-at-birth twin cases that involve unintentional separation. As I indicated, there have been only a few such cases involving identical twins, and none were examined with reference to the issues outlined above. The twins' attorneys and the Las Palmas judge gave the twin's situation considerable thought. As I will explain, Delia, Begoña, and Beatriz's situation was complex because Spain's judicial system made it unlikely that the twins and their families would receive generous awards.


It is also possible to examine the legal and moral aspects of biological and nonbiological parent-child association, issues posing formidable challenges for lawyers, philosophers, and ethicists. These are topics I will consider in a later chapter.


Throughout this book I will also address a fourth issue, namely the relative effects of genes and environments on intelligence, personality, habits, and health. As I noted, switched-at-birth twins offer scientists extraordinary research situations for assessing these effects, although the small number of cases precludes definitive answers. Nevertheless, what we learn from these cases can be viewed against the backdrop of the wealth of available twin studies.


Most parents believe that they significantly shape their children's behaviors, but research conducted throughout the last thirty years has revised this view. We now know that genetic effects are pervasive, influencing most behaviors, and that a shared environment contributes only modestly to behavioral development. Moreover, even these modest effects are seen mostly during childhood. This does not mean that environment does not matter—instead, the individual experiences people have apart from their families, such as taking an exotic vacation, learning to speak a foreign language, or starting a significant relationship, seem to matter more. And as Professor Bouchard stated in the preface to this book, children require a nurturing home environment to develop normally.


Parents of switched-at-birth twins are the new “experts” in the child development field. Delia and Beatriz's mother was baffled by the behavioral differences between her supposed fraternal pair—one studious and neat, the other not studious and casual. Delia's two unrelated siblings, Gara and Julia, had trouble understanding why Delia was so different from them. Everyone in these families agreed that a common environment does not play as big a role in shaping behavior as they had previously thought.


Twinning rates are rising, drawing needed attention to twins' special rearing and family circumstances. The experiences of switched-at-birth twins—growing up apart, learning the truth, and restoring their shattered identities—are more special than most.
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This story contains the ingredients of a family
drama combined with a detective thriller.


—DAVID KLEIN, GENETICIST1


PAUL AND PHILIPPE—AND ERNSTLI


Amram Scheinfeld's classic book, Twins and Supertwins (1967),2 contains intriguing bits of twin-related information of interest to scholars and to general readers. Scheinfeld's fourth chapter introduces the story of three young boys, switched-at-birth twins (Paul and Philippe Joye) and a non-twin “twin” (Ernstli Vatter) from the town of Fribourg, Switzerland. Scheinfeld's reference to this case is brief, mostly a description of the blood-typing and skin-grafting procedures used to determine the seven-year-old boys' true relatedness to one another. Few details surrounding the discovery of the switch, as well as the psychological consequences and emotional impact on the children and their families, were provided by Scheinfeld's text.


I recalled Scheinfeld's description of this case when the Las Palmas story broke and became just as captivated by learning what had really happened to the Fribourg twins. I discovered an informative and heart-breaking 1954 book, He Was Not My Son, written by the twins' mother, Madeleine Joye.3 Her story was first publicized in the United States in Reader's Digest (1951),4 with book excerpts having appeared in McCall's Magazine (1954)5 and in popular European publications such as France's Paris Match (1955) and Italy's Gioia (1956).6 I also found scientific reports published by the geneticists Sir Archibald McIndoe from East Grinstead in West Sussex County, England, and by Professors Albert Franceschetti, Frederic Bamatter, and David Klein from Geneva, who managed the medical testing of the three children. The medical assessment was part of a judicial investigation into the case assigned to the physicians by Fribourg's justice of the peace. I wondered if any of the three brothers, who at the time of this writing would be nearly seventy years old, were still living. I found that one was.
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	Paul and Philippe's Family (Joye)
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	Mother……Madeleine Joye

	Mother……Berthe Vatter






	Father……Philippe Sr.

	Father……Deceased






	Twin……Philippe

	Single twin……Ernstli*







	Non-twin…Paul

	Sister……Rose-Marie







*Ernstli, who was originally named Ernest Gottlob Vatter, chose the name Charles after he was returned to his biological family. Charles was the name of one of his uncles, and Ernstli said he chose the uncle's name because “I think he loves me.”7


Identical twins, Philippe and Paul Joye, were born on July 4, 1941, in the Hôpital de la Miséricorde in Fribourg. Another male infant, Ernstli Vatter, was also born on that day in that clinic. The next morning, Mme. Joye was told by her nurse that her midwife had made a mistake in recording the birth weight of one of her twins—Paul, she thought, weighed twenty ounces more than originally indicated on his chart. In actuality, the true twin weighed 2,470 grams (5.45 pounds), but his weight “changed” in the records to 3,180 grams (7.01 pounds), the non-twin's weight after the accidental switch. The old entry, the erasure, and the new entry were clearly visible on the hospital chart when it was reexamined years later. But at the time Mme. Joye was happy that one of her twin sons was so robust and healthy. She forgot about the confusion over the birth weight until six years had passed, when the possibility of a switch loomed large. The significance of this information then was nearly impossible for her to bear. Mme. Joye was horrified to learn that the twelve newborns cared for at the clinic were identified by a label placed at the foot of their cribs. “Why do they put bands on chickens and not on newly born children?” she protested.8


Philippe and Ernstli (named Paul by his nonbiological rearing family) were raised as fraternal twins by Madeleine and Philippe Joye Sr., while Paul (named Ernstli by his nonbiological rearing family) was raised as a singleton by widower Mme. Vatter. In truth, Philippe and Paul were unknowingly raised as virtual twins, or same-age unrelated siblings. Ernstli had an older sister Rose-Marie, also unrelated to him, while the “twins” were the only children in their family. Philippe and Paul spoke only French, while Ernstli spoke only German. Both mothers were housewives and completely devoted to their sons. Phillipe Sr. made a good living as technical director of a film factory, whereas Mme. Vatter's husband, who died when Ernstli was three, left her extremely well off. Vatter had run a shop selling grain and seeds to the Cathedral of Fribourg. Ernstli's mother could provide him with toys, candies, and excursions that his biological family could not afford to the same degree. She also had a car.


Mme. Joye, a slim, dark-haired woman, is pictured on the back cover of her 1954 book with her husband, Philippe Sr. She is seated on a sofa, smiling with her hands folded, while her husband looks at her admiringly. The picture is at great odds with the story Mme. Joye had at last revealed.




Mme. Joye relished the striking physical and behavioral differences between her two sons. She celebrated Paul's irresistible charm and venturesome spirit in her moving memoir, based largely upon diaries she had maintained since the twins' birth and before she learned of the switch.9 Paul was an “adventure yarn,” so different from her true twin son Philippe, whom she called the “sentimental love story.” When the “twins” were five, Mme. Joye took them to the barber, who commented on the boys' strikingly different appearance. She replied, “I'm very pleased, for I shouldn't like to have two children who had the same eyes, the same voices, the same faults, and the same illnesses. They would bore me.”10


Mme. Joye did not disguise her favoritism for Paul, whom she did not realize until the switch was discovered was not her biological son. Seeing her infants in their cribs, she observed, “There was Paul, the beautiful comforting Paul, with his round cheeks, his plump body and happy air…. The other was Philippe, the gray, bony unfortunate one.”11 She saw qualities in herself that she shared with Paul but not with Philippe. “[Paul] has my brown eyes, the same shape of head and the same skin, always a little sunburnt. We also have several traits of character in common.”12 Mme. Joye was aware that “[Philippe] is also very jealous of the love I bestow on Paul.”13 When the children were six, Paul asked, “Mamam, who do you love best—Philippe or me? I replied instinctively without hesitation. You, Paul, but what I'm telling you is a secret and you mustn't tell anybody, especially Philippe.”14


It was by chance that the three children were enrolled in the same German school when they turned five. The school was a half-hour's walk from the Joye's home, but the couple chose this school for their “twins” so they would learn German. Immediately, teachers, pupils, and the people of Fribourg started noticing Philippe and Ernstli's striking physical resemblance, but the idea that the children had been switched never occurred to anyone. In fact, many people in the town found the two boys' resemblance amusing. Then something happened at the annual June 1947 Fete Dieu (a celebration where those receiving first communion are honored) that made Philippe Sr., the “twins” father, think otherwise. At his wife's insistence, Philippe Sr. brought his camera to photograph their son's “double,” the child named Ernstli. Philippe, Paul, and Ernstli were part of their school's procession, which stopped to pray and sing before the altars erected for the occasion across the town. When Philippe Sr. saw Ernstli, he was shocked by the similarities between his twin son and this other boy.


In a conversation with Ernstli's mother, Mme. Vatter, who also attended the parade, Philippe Sr. learned the date, time, and place of Ernstli's birth—exactly the same as that of his own sons. And he observed that Ernstli had the same height, smile, gestures, and gentle manner as Philippe. The twins also shared a dental anomaly, the absence of their two central inferior incisor teeth.15
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