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by Antonia Hoyle
FROM movie action heroes to  
Adonises on the cover of Men’s Health, 
the pressures on modern men to be 
amazing are immense. 

So it’s no wonder that Average Joes 
are now seeking refuge from their  
inadequacies in a new web group.

The Dull Men’s Club — started by  
London-based tax lawyer Grover Click 
to celebrate ordinariness — has 
become a worldwide phenomenon.

The 5,000 members delight in dull 
things, such as voting on their favour-
ite roundabouts (Colchester’s Green-
stead was the winner) and campaign-
ing for the London Eye to be slowed 
down (‘it moves too fast for us’). 

But while any man can join as long as 
he is dull, women are not invited. 

The website explains: ‘It is our  
committee’s view that a woman 
 cannot be dull. It is an impossibility.’

Chaps who are 
glad to be grey

Close: ‘Mum’ Gina with Dawn, four
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with parents of a different race. 
Much has been made of the 

 devastating effect such antiquated 
rulings have had on prospective 
 parents. But what of the impact 
they have had on children — espe-
cially when they carry both black 
and white genes? 

In Dawn’s case it led to years of 
c o n f u s i o n  a n d  s q u a n d e r e d 
opportunities. 

As an adolescent, she went off the 
rails, had a breakdown and was put 
back into care. 

It is only now, at 38, that she feels 
able to reflect on a system she 
believes badly let her down.

Dawn’s British biological mother, 
Linda, gave her up for adoption 
when she was born in June 1973, 
after Linda’s Jamaican immigrant 
husband, Owen, walked out on her. 

Dawn’s foster parents Pete — now 
70 and a retired civil servant — and 
Gina, 69, had two daughters and a 
son of their own but were overjoyed 
that they were able to look after 
Dawn, too. 

She says: ‘They were generous  
people who wanted to help others 
less fortunate.

‘Mum and Dad, as I called them, 
treated me the same as their other 
children. I was their first foster child 

— and from the start they made me 
feel welcome.’ A bright girl, Dawn 
excelled at school. She claims her 
skin colour was never questioned by 
anyone, not even herself. 

‘I never asked my parents why my 
skin was darker, and my hair curly 
and black,’ she says. ‘I would have 
loved my sister’s long blonde hair 
but it didn’t occur to me to ask why 
mine was so different. 

‘It didn’t matter that I was the only 
black child in my primary school. 
Mum was always there at sports 
days and parents’ evenings, and I 
knew I was loved.’

She says she only discovered Gina 
and Pete weren’t her real parents 
when the official from Slough social 
services called on the family one 
afternoon in July 1980. 

Dawn was told then that she could 
no longer live with the people she 
loved. Her belongings were packed 
in a bag and she was driven away 
while Gina looked on in tears. 

‘I howled as I looked at Mum out of 
the car window,’ Dawn says. ‘I 
remember clutching my cuddly  
dolphin for comfort, feeling fright-
ened and confused.’

On her arrival at Bramerton  
Children’s Home in Maidenhead, 
Berkshire, the social worker told 
Dawn that because she was mixed-
race, it was better for her to be 
looked after by a black family.

‘She showed me pictures of my  
biological parents in my file, explain-
ing that my mother had been white 
and my father from Jamaica. Appar-
ently they’d got back together after 
I was born and had another baby.

‘I was shocked. I’d never heard 
the word mixed-race before nor 

 contemplated the fact that my real 
parents weren’t Gina and Pete. I 
was hurt. All I wanted was to be 
home with the adults I knew as my 
mum and dad.’ 

Dawn’s memories are grim of the 
children’s home, which closed down 
in 1988. She caught head lice and 
her diet was so poor that she lost a 
lot of weight.

‘I cried myself to sleep most nights,’ 
she says. ‘I couldn’t understand why 
Gina and Pete hadn’t visited or 
phoned me.’

Only later did she find out that 
Gina had arrived at the home with a 
cake she’d made for Dawn’s eighth 
birthday — but was turned away. 

She and Pete were told they had to 
sever all contact with the little girl.

It was revealed last year that  
children from ethnic-minority back-
grounds wait three times longer on 
average than white children to be 
placed with families. 

However, in Dawn’s case she was 
told less than a year after being 
moved to the home that a black  
couple in the London Borough of 
Harrow wanted to adopt her. 

They were Berna and Glen, now 69 
and 79, who moved from Grenada to 
Britain as teenagers. 

Berna was a nurse, Glen a housing 
officer, and they had a daughter 
three years older than Dawn but 
were unable to have another child.

‘The social workers made me 
parade around in front of them while 
they stared at me,’ recalls Dawn. 

‘It wasn’t Berna and Glen’s fault – 
they probably felt as awkward as I 
did. But I felt like a commodity. The 
only thing I could see we had in com-
mon was the colour of our skin.’

That visit was followed by several 
others until Berna and Glen were 
given permission to adopt Dawn, 
late in 1981. 

‘By then I’d got used to being in 
care and at my new school,’ she says. 
‘As miserable as my surroundings 
were, I’d made friends and was 
reluctant to leave.’ 

She was subjected to even more 
swingeing change after she moved 
to Berna and Glen’s three-bedroom 
terrace house to begin the latest 
chapter in her life. 

Her new mum served rice and 
chicken instead of the shepherd’s 
pie and burgers she was used to, 
and started greasing and plaiting 
Dawn’s Afro hair which had always 
hung loose. 

There were no holidays, and the 
only occasional outings were to the 
local shopping centre.

And Dawn’s relationship with her 
elder sister was often tense. ‘Until I 
arrived, she’d had her parents’ 
attention all to herself. 

‘Race had never been an issue with 
my white siblings but it seemed to 
be an issue with her. 

‘She would comment on the fact 
that my skin was lighter, and my hair 
not pure Afro.’

Dawn’s new parents were stricter, 
too. She wasn’t allowed on the bus 
on her own, and she had to stay in 
her room until she’d finished her 
times tables. 

‘Everything seemed more formal,’ 
she recalls. ‘Berna and Glen, who I 
called Mum and Dad, kept telling 
me how grateful I should be to have 

H
ER earliest childhood memo-
ries are as cherished as they 
are vivid. There were Saturday 
mornings digging potatoes in 
the allotment with her father, 

and the smell of sausages wafting 
from the barbecue during family 
 holidays in Cornwall. 

Lazy summer afternoons were spent playing in 
the garden with her three older siblings; family 
dinners were boisterous affairs; and birthday  
parties were celebrated with homemade cake. 

Dawn Cousins grew up feeling loved and secure, 
and that her future was full of hope. At least she did 
until she was seven. 

At that point, her idyllic life was snatched away 
when a social worker took her away from her  
picturesque Oxfordshire home. 

Dawn was informed that despite the fact her  
parents Gina and Pete had fostered her from birth, 
they were unsuitable for raising her. 

She spent the next six months in a children’s 
home before being adopted by a couple who lived 
50 miles away. She had to adapt to her different 
family, start a new school, and make new friends.

So what was the reason behind social services’ 

drastic decision? Dawn’s parents were not 
abusing her nor were they embroiled in a life of 
crime. They were doing nothing to jeopardise 
their little girl’s well-being. 

They were a decent, middle-class couple who 
desperately wanted to adopt Dawn, and had 
attempted to do so. 

However, social services told them not to pur-
sue their application because they were white. 
Since Dawn was mixed race she would be  
better off with a black family, they said. 

Until recently, local authorities made it 
incredibly difficult for white couples to adopt a 
mixed-race child.

And although Education Secretary Michael 
Gove issued new guidelines last year relaxing 
the rules on inter-racial adoption, it is still 
more difficult for cases to be approved than 
same-race ones — resulting in growing  
numbers of children left in care. 

Recent figures show that only 3,050 children 
were adopted from the 65,000 in care in 2010 — 
many of whom could have found happy homes 

I howled when I 
looked at Mum out 
of the car window 
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That year,  Berna and Glen 
 separated and social workers 
decided Dawn should be taken 
back into care. 

She moved into Haslem House 
children’s home in Harrow, and 
lived there for a few months until 
she was 16.

‘There was nothing to rebel 
against when I was back in care,’ 
she says. 

‘I realised for the first time that I 
was responsible for my own behav-

iour. Instead of self-destructing, I 
actually wanted to make some-
thing of my life.’ 

Although the high grades Dawn 
had been predicted to achieve in 
her early childhood were no longer  
possible, she did manage to get 
five GCSEs. 

Afterwards she moved into a 
nearby council flat on her own. This 
further change sparked Dawn’s 
desire to track down her biological 
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How the colour-obsessed
foster care system sentenced
Dawn to a lifetime of regret
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Social workers
snatched me 
from the white
parents I loved 
to make me 
live with a 
black family

They’d missed 
me as much as 

I’d missed them

these opportunities. I loved them 
and they were kind but I missed 
Gina and Pete.’ 

As the years passed, Dawn 
became increasingly unhappy. ‘I 
gravitated towards a white teacher 
at school because she reminded 
me of my old mum,’ she recalls. 

‘The area we lived in was multi-
cultural, so school was a mixture of 
black, white and Asian children. At 
break times and in the canteen, 
they’d divide into groups. 

‘The black children said I should 
play with them but I mainly bonded 
with the white children because 
they reminded me of my childhood. 
I felt torn. 

‘I had one mixed-race friend and I 
was so envious that she lived at 
home with her white mum. I 
wanted the same for myself. I felt 
totally confused about who I was 
and where I belonged.’

By the time she was 15, Dawn was 
so desperately unhappy that she 
had started skipping school and 
shoplifting. 

‘At home I would lock myself in 
my room and lash out if Berna and 
Glen tried to comfort me,’ Dawn 
admits. ‘We never talked about my 
time in care or being fostered. 

‘I didn’t want to confide in any-
one, and felt too guilty to tell 
them how unsettled I felt after 
everything they’d done for me.’ 

parents. She says: ‘I’d often won-
dered what my birth mother was 
like, and at 16 I was old enough to 
find out.’

In 1990, social workers agreed to 
put her in contact with Linda, who 
is now 58. 

She was still living in Slough and 
had kept the two sons she’d had 
with Dawn’s father Owen, 64 — 
Paul, 41, and David, 36. 

Dawn says about her first visit to 
Linda: ‘I was so nervous that I  
vomited on the way there. 

When I arrived, Linda seemed 
fragile. She’d had epilepsy and 
been in poor health when my father 
left her. She seemed more vulnera-
ble than me. 

‘Any anger I had towards her  
dissolved, and I was left feeling a 
mixture of relief and happiness 
that we’d made contact.’

Two years later, when Dawn was 
18, she fell in love with a Jamaican 
driver and had two daughters with 
him — Sapphia, now 18, and  
Yasmin, 16. 

The couple split up shortly after 
Yasmin’s birth, and Dawn embarked 
on a romance with a white electri-
cian who became the father of her 
twins, Amber and Ryan, now 13. 

The couple were together for six 
years, until 2006. 

Dawn is now single, and says: 
‘Perhaps subconsciously I was  

trying to recreate the mixed-race 
family environment I longed for.’ 

When she was 31, Dawn decided 
to read her case files, which had 
been kept in Slough social services’ 
archives. 

‘I thought they’d help me find  
closure and make me better able to 
understand my childhood,’ she 
explains. 

For the first time she saw how 
social workers had considered it 
best to uproot Dawn and place her 
with a black family. 

‘Seeing it written down made me 
cry with anger and regret,’ she says. 
‘All the happy years of childhood I 
could have had were wasted.’

Understanding for the first time 
that Gina and Pete had not wanted 
to give her up, Dawn decided to 
contact them. 

Incredibly, their contact details 
on her files were still valid nearly 25 
years later. 

Dawn says: ‘They invited me for 
dinner and cried as they explained 
how distraught they had been to 
give me up. 

‘They said they had tried to adopt 
me but couldn’t because I was 
mixed race. They were then 

 forbidden to send cards or presents 
to me, and had no right to contact 
me. I felt relieved and sad that they 
had missed me as much as I had 
missed them.’

Dawn, who now works as a  
counsellor for a charity, meets Gina 
and Pete several times a year — and 
they have become a welcome  
presence in her life and her chil-
dren’s lives too. 

She has also built bridges with 
her ‘second’ mum Berna. 

Dawn says: ‘I made contact when 
I became a mother myself. Since 
then we have worked on our  
relationship and become friends.’

But Dawn can’t help feeling that 
her life would have worked out 
rather differently had Gina and 
Pete been able to adopt her in the 
first place. 

‘It is absurd that social services 
thought they were acting in my 
best interests,’ says Dawn. 

‘I think I would have a good case 
against them in court, given the 
stress I have suffered.

‘A white couple should be able to 
adopt a mixed-race child. 

‘It’s their love that counts — not 
the colour of their skin.’

Heartache: Dawn dwells on what might have been
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