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For my daughter, Abi, without whose encouragement the quest
would never have been completed.





This story is not an autobiography. There is not much to be found
here that does not relate directly to the central quest. Whilst I have
included some social history and endeavoured to highlight some of

the relevant attitudes and laws which have changed over time,
there is very little to do with either my working life or my music,

both of which have occupied many, many hours but have had little
in�uence on the years of searching.

All related within the story is true as far as I can remember. The
birth story as it was originally told to me by my mum in 1962 is

‘word for word’.

Any errors are purely down to a lapse of memory over the
intervening years. I have changed some names to protect the

identities of individuals who may still be with us.





I

Chapter 1

The gold watch

think I should begin my story as Martyn Bradley at twelve
years old, for that is when the bombshell dropped.

I enjoyed the things you would expect any twelve-year-
old boy in England in the early 1960s to enjoy. Eagle and Lion
comics dropped through the letterbox every week. I collected
postage stamps. I played the side-drum in the Boys’ Brigade band,
and most of all I enjoyed playing outside with my large group of
local friends.

Sidcup in Kent in those days retained a small-town feel and
housed reminders that the war was not long over. The �rst money
I ever ‘earned’ was in helping to demolish a nearby air-raid shelter
in the crescent just o� the main road. I must have been nine or ten
and all the gang were involved. Although I remember it as great
fun, it was probably extremely dangerous!

My immediate family was not large – Mum and Dad, and me.
I had three cousins whom I liked but who lived way up north and
for most of the time didn’t exist in my world. On the rare
occasions they visited, we had big family gatherings at
grandparents’ houses where we children had to be on our best
behaviour – or else!
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At that age I wasn’t much interested in my aunts and uncles
and there seemed to be a lot of them. Dad’s father had married
one of four sisters who all lived around the Sidcup area, which is
why my parents had settled there after I came along. Life was
great and I was an extremely happy child. I had passed the 11+
exam and went to a very good school.

One of the most important things for me at that time, and
something that has remained of equal importance throughout my
life, was a sense of belonging. I was never happier than when I
was part of a group, and joined just about every available club:
sports teams, Sunday School, the Boys’ Brigade, the Saturday
morning pictures (ABC Minors) crowd. I worked hard, played
hard, and enjoyed a wonderful childhood.

It was when I was twelve I �rst encountered the word
‘adopted’. In September 1961, I was a new boy at Cray Valley
Technical School. In our year was a boy, Colin, whose parents
had been killed in a road accident when he was younger. We
became good friends. He lived with his grandparents, and he
often talked about how strict they were, not letting him take part
in things the rest of us took for granted. The incident I remember
best was the school production of Gilbert and Sullivan’s Trial by
Jury. We �rst and second years all went along to the auditions, got
parts and were thrilled that we were to be part of a prestigious
event in the school calendar. Colin had to withdraw from the
production after the �rst rehearsal because it meant he got home
late from school and this had upset some routine his grandparents
lived to. I remember him being so angry and saying his real
parents would have enjoyed his being in the production, but of
course his grandparents ‘had only adopted him’. I realised his
grandparents were now bringing him up but it was as if ‘adopted’
meant something rather nasty, especially in a twelve-year-old’s
mind.

The bombshell dropped a little later that same year. The
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extended family had gathered to celebrate Christmas and the
birthday of my father’s grandfather. A very rich, strict and
supposedly religious man, he gave all his great-grandchildren an
inscribed gold watch for Christmas. All except me.

The reason given to my parents was that I was ‘adopted’. I
vaguely remember the rows this caused. In fact, my parents never
spoke to him again. From then on, there was always an
atmosphere when we were with any of his daughters, who we
referred to as my great aunts, and the bad feeling must have had
an e�ect on me in that I remember those times so well even now.

Mum and Dad were very involved in the Baptist church.
Mum sang in the choir and had run the Girl Guides until a few
years previous, and Dad was the Sunday School superintendent
so they weren’t exactly the sort of people to bear grudges for little
or no reason. It must have been a really bad time for them and I
didn’t understand the ‘adopted’ thing that had caused so much ill-
feeling and resentment. OK, I hadn’t got my watch, but there was
obviously some matter of fairness or principle at work somewhere.

I can’t remember exactly how long after this event it was that I
asked what ‘adopted’ really meant – perhaps just a week or so –
but I can vividly remember �nding out!

It was Mum who told me. I probably asked her rather than
Dad because she always seemed to explain things so clearly. We
were very close and discussed most things quite openly and in
some depth. At that time world a�airs such as Yuri Gagarin’s
�ight into space and the increasing tension in Cuba were the sort
of things that got us going, but until that day I had never once
mentioned gold watches or adoption. She must have had a lot of
con�dence in my ability to deal with the story as she certainly
didn’t hold back on the details. I can remember waiting with some
trepidation in the lounge while she went upstairs to fetch some
papers she thought I should see.

She �rst explained what adoption meant – that I was someone
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else’s child but that I was now part of the Bradley family and they
were bringing me up. I was legally their child although Mum
hadn’t actually given birth to me. I then heard a story that I was to
hear many times over the years. It all rang true and it never
changed.

I wasn’t Martyn Bradley at all: I was born Ralph Allan
Wellington on October 8th 1949 at The Haven, a Home for
unmarried mothers and babies run by the Baptist Missionary
Society in Yateley, just outside of London and near Aldershot.
My real mother was Dorothy Ruth Wellington. The Home had
told my parents that she was the 16-year-old daughter of a
missionary family in Leopoldville, capital of the Belgian Congo in
Africa. Trouble had erupted in that country and Dorothy Ruth
had been one of the victims of an unprecedented attack on a
white mission station. Being young and evidently very pretty, she
had formed a prime target. My father could have been any one of
a number of individuals. There had also been some deaths but it
was not known whether any of the Wellington family were
victims. Dorothy Ruth had been shipped back from Africa to
England on her own with arrangements made for her to give birth
at The Haven in order to avoid further scandal to the family and
the Missionary Society, and for her own safety.

Mum knew all the details, as told her by The Haven: Dorothy
had come by ship into Southampton and had been taken to The
Haven by another missionary, a friend of the Wellingtons, who
was home on furlough. We had provided accommodation at home
for missionaries on furlough and so I knew this meant they were
back in England having a rest from their overseas work. Mum
fetched the original adoption information which showed my real
mother’s name and The Haven’s record of my birth and
development during my �rst weeks of life, so I knew it was all
true. Mum explained that she couldn’t have any children of her
own. She had conceived some years earlier but had miscarried
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very late in the pregnancy. Complications had left adoption as the
only option for having and raising a child. They loved me as if I
were their own, and Mum hoped above all else that, having been
told the incredible truth, it would not change the love I had for
her and Dad.

I reassured her that of course it didn’t change a thing. But I
cried. I cried a lot, in fact – not for myself or for Mum or our
family in Sidcup, but for Dorothy Ruth. What had she endured so
far from England and how on earth did she manage to cope with
all that happened to her following such an outrage? Mum loved
the Pre-Raphaelites and we had a large print of The Lady of
Shalott by John William Waterhouse on the wall in the lounge –
the beautiful young maiden sailing away in the boat not knowing
what lies before her.

‘The Lady of  Shalott’, 1888. John William Waterhouse. Tate.
Photo: Tate.
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Following my ‘�nding out’, it always represented Dorothy
Ruth, my mother, escaping over the water to an unknown life,
frightened and alone. I still get quite emotional when I see that
painting. Of course, it now crops up absolutely everywhere!

I had so many questions to ask Mum that day. I wanted to
know all about The Haven, I wanted to know why I had been
chosen for the Bradley family instead of all the other babies at the
home, but the �rst question – and by far the most important to me
– was ‘What was my real mother like?’ Mum could not answer.
She was, I remember, very emotional at this point and explained
that it was a strict policy of The Haven, and indeed all homes
from which babies were adopted in those days, that birth mothers
and adoptive parents were not allowed any interaction and
therefore did not meet. All the information Mum had shared had
been obtained from The Haven itself, and apart from the two
pieces of paper which listed my birth date, my real mother’s name,
my weights on various days and the date of my legal adoption,
there was nothing else. Thank goodness Mum had the mind to
keep those sheets of paper safe. She gave them to me on that day,
and they became the most valuable of my possessions.

I think Mum had known the day would come when she
would have to go through this and, now it was over, she seemed to
radiate a new level of happiness. I remember being left in the
front room on my own for some time after I heard this amazing
story, re�ecting on its content. It was a tearful time.

So then, �nally, I knew why I hadn’t got my watch! It was to
do with real family relations, fathers and sons and the sharing of a
common blood, things I was not part of in the mind of my great-
grandfather. I did not belong.

I wiped away the tears, looked at the Lady of Shalott and
vowed to myself that I would �nd my real mother.

However long it took.
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