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discussion. your past

WHO ARE YOU IF YOU DON'T
KNOW YOUR PAST?

BY LAYNE BEACHLEY

The loss of a mother and the discovery she was adopted shook a young girl to the core
and forever shaped her opinion of he rse lf. But as the years went by, it also brought a

determination to succeed as a world-champion surfe r, and, ultimately, se lf-acceptance.

"MYADOPTED ~IOTHER died when
I was six, and Dad shared the news
of my adoption about 18 months after
that. when I was eight. It affected me
immediately, specifically in terms of my
sense of belonging. It instant ly made
me question where I came from and
why I was given up . It made me become
introverted and withdrawn from the
family into which I was adopted. It made
me feel alone ,

However, I d idn't really start to
question my identi ty unt il my teenage
years, probably around the age of 15,
when I was seeking approval and dealing
with peer pressure and looking for
externa l acceptance by want ing to fee l

part of a group. I was a late developer
and a real tomboy. I remember starting
to feel a longing for nurturing and
mothering. That 's when it started to
hit home , the whole question of where
did I come from and who am I? And
why am I who I am?

The minute I learned who I was came
when I let go of who I thought I was.
For me, be ing told I was adopted
made me instantly feel a need to prove
myself. l.put it back on myself. I fe lt
that if I wasn't worthy of my own mother's
love and affection, then whose love was
I worthy of? , isolated myself try ing to
work out that very question. I told myself
that for me to feel worthy, and for me

to accept love into my life, I had
to become something else.

That. for me, was becoming the best
in the world at something. And that's
what drove me to become a six-t ime
world champion surfer. It was between
the sixth world champ ionship and the
seventh that I let go of that association
and allowed myself to feel self-worth,
self-love and unconditional appreciation.
But I was 34 years old by that stage !

The knowledge I was adopted is
something that constantly shaped my
opinion of myself and of the world
around me. I was already an independent
and strong-willed child, but knowing that
I was adopted made me associate fear
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I told myself
that for me to
feel worthy, and
for me to accept
love in my life,
I had to become
something else.

of loss with nurturing and love . That was
because I lost my mother when I was six,
then I was told I was adopted. and when
t was 30 Ialso lost my stepmother. And
there was a lot of heartbreak and pa in in
between. I'd always associated intimacy.
nurturing and needing with grieving.

The b iggest shift for me came
when I learned to forgive myself. When
I found out I was ad opted I instantl y
swung into survival mode. That was
when the roll er-coaster ride really began.
But I learn ed how to succeed under that.

As for how I got to a point of
forgiving myself, the short answer is -
a lot of different forms of therapy. And
speaking to othe r ad opted kids and
family and fr iends. and realising I wasn 't
alone. We ante nd to th ink we're on ou r
own but SO many of us are in the same
boat. We 're mostly afraid
to acknowledge whatever
lear we associate with
being adopted.

It was a real gradual
process and a very
challenging journey but
I am a firm believer in
everything happening for
a reason. I wasn't realty
willing to allow that level
of acceptance or love into
my life before that point.
There was a lot of turmoil
and pushing away and dis tru st and
all the th ings that are associated with
learning to love yourse lf unconditionally
and forg ive yourself for something over
which you had no contro l.

I was 27 when I met my b iological
mother, Maggie. It wasn 't really a
pivotal point in my journey towards
self-acceptance. The p ivota l point was
obtaining my original b irth certi ficate,
when I was 24. Even though it contained
a limited amount of information , it
answered a lot of questions and gave
me a sense of rel ief that she was on ly
16 and living in the inner city when I
wasconceived .

Now I'm o lder I see the situation
with a lot more compassion and
maturity. Knowing she was so young
made me grateful she gave me up
becauseI have a wonderful fam ily.
It wasa fortunate tw ist of fate that
I was adopted into a beach. loving
family and had the opportu nity to surf
asmuch as I d id, because that set me
on a path to becoming a professional

surfer and living the most amezinq life.
When I first laid eyes on M aggie

there was no question she was my
mother and it satisfied me knowing
I had a tangible b lood relation in my
life; someone I cou ld see something
of myse lf in. The th ings I saw in her
that I recognised in myself were
insecurity, tenacity and inq uisitiveness.
In terms of her phys icality, she was
petite like me and her facial features
made me feel as if I was looking in
a mirror in 17 years' t ime.

I didn't have a sim ilar curiosity about
my biological father. Maggie doesn't
like to talk about him, because she tells
me I was conceived as a result of date
rape. He has tr ied to contact me
a couple of t imes, and has wr itten a
letter explaining his side of the story,
but I've never really fe lt any desire to

seek him out because
of the very close
relationship I have with
my adopted father.

I'm grateful for a
second chance at life,
because I know what the
alternative would have
been. There have been
times when I've been
depressed and thought
of tak ing my own life
and that's where my

family and friends have been incredi b ly
important. You have just got to realise
that even though you were given up
you were lucky to have been given to
someone who really wanted you.

As far as the qu estion of nature
and nurture goes. I th ink both have
a substantial influence on the way you
live and the character you become.
After meeting Maggie I realised I've
inherited a lot of her characteristics
such as her sense of humour,
cheek iness and qu ick wit.

And then I look at the environment
I g rew up in and that obviously shaped
the person I became because if I grew
up in the inner city there's no way I
wou ld have become a beach-loving
baby. But because of the tomboy
and outgoing nature I inherited
from my mother, combined with the
environment I grew up in with my father
and my brother, those two worlds
created the person I am and I wouldn't
want it any other way." •
As told to Karen Fonta ine.
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