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We all know about the good of taking DNA 
tests
• Find living cousins

• Help validate and expand your family tree

• Assist adoptees or those with unknown 
parentage to discover their relatives, 
including parents

• Get an estimate of your “ethnicity”

• Learning health aspects including possible 
susceptibility to genetic disorders

• For some, helping to identify unknown 
victims as well as perpetrators such as the 
Golden State Killer



But, are there any downsides….?

• Remote possibility of your test aiding investigators to identify 
criminals in your extended family

• Discovering an indication of a possible genetic defect that could lead 
to worrying concern

• And, the big one:

• Uncovering family secrets !!!

Source: https://wholeparentbook.com/are-the-ghosts-of-your-past-still-haunting-your-present/



Focusing on family secrets

• Most family secrets involve either what is sometimes referred to as an 
“NPE” – non-paternal event, or also, not parent expected
• A close family line based on surname(s) that is not recognized

• An indication that a known sibling is, in reality, a half-sibling---sharing only 
one parent rather than two

• Many instances of a surname in close DNA matches that is not recognized



Before We Start -- centiMorgans

• “Closeness” is measured in centiMorgans

• Match strength can be anything from 0 centiMorgans up to 3500

• Most useful range for working your tree is 30 to 300 cMs

• Below 30 might be more distant and may be more likely to be 
possible multiple cousin (related in 2+ ways)

• Above 300 should be in your “already known” list of close relatives
• Of course----that is not ALWAYS the case!



A couple of examples I have come across



Matches at ~1800 cMs

• The Shared centimorgan project 
states that there’s a 100% chance 
that an 1800 cM match must be 
one of:
• Grandparent or Grandchild

• Aunt, Uncle, Niece, or Nephew

• Half Sibling

Difference of 2 generations 

Difference of 1 generation 

Same generation, hence 
nearly the same age

Source: https://dnapainter.com/tools/sharedcmv4



Matches at ~1800 cMs

• One DNA case I manage on 
Ancestry has 8 matches that 
appear in a known match-
level, around 1800 
centiMorgans

• Two are known or presumed 
aunts, one generation away 
from test-taker

• 6 of them appear to all be 
about the same age, or 
same generation

Known Aunt

Presumed Aunt

???

???

???

???

???

???



Matches at ~1800 cMs
• Careful analysis seems to indicate all 

but 2 of the matches are all in the 
same general age range
• Eliminate 2-generation differences
• and then 1-generation differences

• So, most likely these matches are all 
half-siblings of each other



Half-Siblings

• Share only one parent rather than two

• Common when there’s a divorce of child-bearing parents and a 
remarriage resulting in more children



What could cause so many half-siblings…?

• A philanderer

• Could there be another, more plausible explanation…?



What could cause so many half-siblings…?

• Donor Conception 



Donor Conception

• First known was in 1884 in Philadelphia

• Became more standardized in the 
1940s and 1950s

• Common practice in the 1970s was to 
assure that there will be full anonymity 
the donor with the recipient not 
knowing the identity of the donor

• Of course, the age of DNA testing has 
largely removed that veil of secrecy!

Source: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6765402/



Following up on this case…

• After uploading the DNA kit for the subject to My Heritage I discovered 
several more half-siblings in the same age range

• Through communication with several of them I was able to get a few, 
sparse details from heavily redacted adoption records that they shared

• Putting the few clues together I was able to “most likely” identify who the 
donor of all these people was
• The donations (as inferred from the birth dates) seemed to occur while he was a 

resident at a medical college

• He is currently (or recently was) an MD specializing in fertility for women!!!

And, NO, no contact was ever attempted nor ever will be. 
His anonymity will remain until and if someone chooses to follow up



Final note on this

• One of the matches I reached out to responded back to me

• In reality it was the match’s mother who responded

• She told me she couldn’t provide any further information and stated 
that her daughter was not aware of the circumstances of her birth



Story of 3 second cousins

• I have personally tested with all 5 of the main DNA 
testing companies

• Two companies, Ancestry and 23andMe do not allow 
uploads from other companies, so, to get in their 
database one has to test with them

• On 23andMe I discovered over a period of time 3 
apparent likely 2nd cousins (based on same generation)

Reminder: 2nd cousins share great-grandparents



3 Likely 2nd cousins

• All were male and all had surnames that I did not recognize

• Using shared matches in 23andMe I was able to roughly locate the 
common ancestral line for each

• What could be the reasons for having 3 2nd male cousins whose 
surnames I do not recognize?
• Adoptee – possibly the most likely explanation

• NPE?

• Unknown close line?



Cousin #1

• Appeared to descend from a 
sibling of my grandfather

• He shared enough information 
with me that I was able to 
figure out his grandfather 
Walter was my grand uncle

Unknown first wife, 
before known 2nd wife 
and offspring

Unknown daughter, 
my 1C1R

Matches’ surname not 
recognized due to his 
mother marrying



Cousin #2

• He shared with me that he did not 
know his parents --- He was adopted

• Through shared matches I was able to 
determine that he must descend from 
another of my grandfather’s siblings

• I had him test at Ancestry and using 
shared matches from there I 
determined that he descended from 
my grand aunt Stella Craddock



Cousin #2

• Stella pretty much fell off the radar once 
she hit 20

• She married early and left the area and 
so without having a marriage license and 
knowing her new married name I could 
not track her down

• Finally, one day, Ancestry added some 
marriage records for the state of 
Washington that ID’ed her and her new 
name

• One of her children was a daughter, 
Mary

Mary



Cousin #2

• I already had a tested confirmed 2nd 
cousin Michelle, daughter to Mary so I 
had him test at Ancestry

• Michelle passed along some interesting 
information that her mother told her that 
she had a baby boy out of wedlock and 
put him up for adoption

• I knew he had to be either a half-brother 
to Michelle or a 1st cousin

• The DNA would decide that.

• He turned out to be Michelle’s half-
brother, confirming they both had Mary 
as their mother

SOLVED: Adoption

Mary



Cousin #3

• Once again, an unrecognized surname

• He shared that he was born in a home 
for unwed mothers in Texas and had no 
information about his parents

• Through shared matches on 23andMe I 
determined that he must descend from 
a sibling of my paternal grandmother, 
Carrie Sylvia

• Carrie had 10 siblings [gulp!] so I had a 
lot of work to do with this one



Cousin #3

• I used a combination of ages and 
locations to narrow down to 3 possible 
grandparents for him

• Through process of elimination I 
determined that his grandfather must 
be Joseph Sylvia



Cousin #3

• Joseph had 2 daughters

• One, interestingly enough, was already 
a Facebook friend and known to me

• I knew that my cousin’s mother must 
have been one of them



Cousin #3

• Through some networking with 
Joseph’s daughter’s family I 
discovered that there were some 
stories of her having been sent 
away to Texas to have a baby out of 
wedlock !!!

• With a little more work I was able 
to determine the identity of the 
still-living father as well

Final result:  my cousin discovered both of his living 
parents and was able to meet both of them in person!

SOLVED: Adoption



Lastly….

• The ultimate surprise that could 
dramatically change your life and 
your family relations forever:

• Discovering that a parent 
(typically father) is not who you 
expected 

https://www.huffpost.com/entry/dna-test-showed-dad-wasnt-my-father_n_5ca23245e4b09786986a5771



Father not as expected

• Unless the father tested with the same company this might not be 
immediately obvious

• Some clues:
• Close matches with surnames not recognized

• No surnames for the expected father

• Might require a bit of work with shared matches and tools such as 
DNAPainter’s WATO but most of the time these cases can be quickly 
solved or at least isolated to perhaps two brothers



Unexpected father stories

• There are *hundreds* of stories like this
• Check out Facebook group DNA Detectives

• TV show: Long Lost Family often deals with situations like that

Personally---I really love this show; 
warning, have some tissues handy!



Upcoming Classes/Presentations

Sat, Dec 9, 3 pm – Mesa Red Mountain Library

DNA Q&A --- bring your questions or your DNA brick walls and let’s 

try to solve them together

Sat, Jan 6, 2 pm – Mesa Red Mountain Library

Should I Take a DNA Test? -- will discuss the pros and cons of taking a 

DNA test.  What will you gain or risk by taking one? 

All library classes (highlighted blue) are free to attend and require no registration. Classes 
are held at the Red Mountain Mesa Public Library at 635 N Power Rd in Mesa (unless 
otherwise noted above).



Remember---all presentations online

• Presentations: http://familytreeaz.com/Presentations

http://familytreeaz.com/Presentations
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Ken Waters
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Paternal haplogroup (Big-Y700): R-FTB79747
Maternal haplogroup (Full series): H1c1
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