


Dear Readers,

This issue of The Goldfinch is
your ticket to ride through
history on the orphan trains.
You’'ll meet some of the
people— heroes of modern
history— who rode the
trains west between 1854
i and 1929 in search of
better lives than crowded urban
oireets could offer. Their lives are the missing
pages of American (and lowa!) history textbooks.

You'll also meet some of the researchers, writers,
actors, and artists inspired by orphan train riders’ stories.
Amanda Walker, 18, and Melissa Curlee, 17, had never
illustrated history for publication prior to their assignment
for this issue of The Goldfinch.

“I didn’t know about the orphan trains before,” Amanda
said. She and Melissa soon found that research was the first
step in turning history into art. “It was important to know
what the kids went through— what they were thinking,
feeling, and doing,” Amanda continued. “We had to
understand the subject and time period before we could
convey it in our work.”

Working together is a challenge since art is often an
individual effort. “We work differently and have different
ideas,” Amanda said, “but we looked at the positive parts
of each other’s ideas and combined them.”

Read this issue, then let history inspire you! Produce
a play, create artwork, write a story— the possibilities are
as endless as your imagination and the wealth of historical
resources waiting to be discovered.

—The Editor
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The Orphan Trains
Come to lowa

B] Katherine House

groor and homeless children roamed the streets  through overcrowded areas where new immi-
of New York City in the mid-1800s. They sold grants to the United States I|ved._l\/lanY children

newspapers, matches, and flowers to earn money  died. Those who survived sometimes fost both

inthe days before school attendance was re- parents to illness.

quired. Called “streetarabs,”the){_sometlmes ~ The dirty, congested streets of New York

beq%ed for food or turned to stealing. Homeless  Citywere miles and worlds away from the open
chi

ren lived in boxes or under stairwells with ralries of lowa. So how did contditions in New
only rags for clothing. Disease spread quickly ork affect lowa history? In the mid-19th century,

Goldie’siumeline: Frojft New York to lowa

Charles Loring Brace is considered
a pioneer in social work. He wasn't
the first to try “placing out" to find
new homes for orphaned or aban-
doned kids. His innovation: a
system
using trains
to transport

lowa becomes a state.
The 1850 census lists

population: 192,000. By The population of New York City in 1850 children to

1860, population jumped was 515,547. In 1853, estimates of the homes

to 675.000. number of kids living in the streets across the
: ranged from 10,000 to 30,000. nation.
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This photo of homeless children

was taken by Jacob Riis in a Cha_l'ltab|e organi-
Mulberry Street alley in New York  7atioNns began
City. In 1890, Riis, ajournalist, I

wrote a book called How the Other E%rng}/equ%r%%)r
Half Lives describing the plight of N Y kCl
orphaned and abandoned children ewyor ty

in the city. They were sent to
vt . s o e ey |OWAANC OLNET

o _ ‘Western” states
to live in new homes with total strangers. These
emigration or “placing-out” programs were in-
tended to F_rowde hormes and families for children
while fulfifling the demand for workers on farms.

From the mid-1850s until about 1929, at least
150,000 children were transported west on what
became known as “orphan trains.” Of those,
8,000-10,000 were sent to lowa.

THE BEGINNING OF A PLAN

In 1853, Charles Loring Brace became secretary
of The Children’s Aid Society. The new organ-
ization's goal was to.help “atlass of vagrant,
destitute, and criminal children” in thé city. Born

1861

ql- 0
Records show that between June 1, 1854 86
and June 1, 1858, 50 boys, 43 girls, and 26
adults came to lowa by emigrant trains. The
Children’s Aid Society and other charities

involved in placing out children also helped

adults (and sometimes whole families)

relocate to western areas, including lowa,

where they could find jobs.

into a well-off family, Brace attended school to
become a ministerand spent time working among
New York’s poorest residents. Working with The
Children’s Aid Society, he helped establish
lodging houses, schaols, and other places where
boys and girls could get help. _

But more needed to be done. Brace and his
workers were not satisfied with the accepted
method of assisting homeless and need){ children.
Atthe time, these Children were often placed in
large orphanages, known as asylums. Brace
thought children would grow uR to be happier
and more productive peaple if they were Rart,ofa
Christian family. In addition, he realized that it
was incredibly expensive to take care of all the
need)( childrén in‘asylums. _

n 1872, Brace wrote a book about his work
called The Dangerous Classes of New York, and
Twenty Years'WorkAmong Them. In ithe explained,
The founders of the Children’s Aid Society earl
sawthat the best of all Asylums for the outcast child,
IS the farmer’s home.” In March 1854, The

During the Civil War, many boys who rode orphan
trains to lowa volunteered to serve in the Union
Army— enough to form an entire company! (There
were about 100 soldiers in a company.)

The Goldfinch 5



Children’s Aid Souetﬁ_?ath-
ered the firstgroup ofchildren
to be sentwest Forty-six boys
and glrls aged 710 15 were
sent by trainand boat to south-
western Michiganin search of
new homes.

A FRE/H /TART

Soon agents from The
Childrens Aid Society began
looking for other farm com-
munities willing to take in
needy children. Working
with committees of local citj-
zens, they screened appli-
cants who'wanted to hecome
foster parents. Newspaper

articles and flyers posted around town announced

the commP arrival of children.

efore

The first orphanage in lowa was built
in Andrew. It was called An Asylum for

Orphaned and Destitute Children.
6 The Goldfinch

eaving for the West, children were
bathed and given riew clothes. Each group of

children selected for placing-out was accompa-
nied by at least one “placing agent,” who super-

Jacob Riis captured this view of
Mullen’s Alley in New York City
in the late 1880s. Children
who couldn’t earn a living
selling newspapers, matches,
or flowers sometimes turned to
stealing to survive. If caught,
children were jailed the same
as adults.

vised the children on
the trip. After arriving
in a selected town, the
orphans were displayed
before crowds in a

hotel, church, town hall,
ar other public place.
Brace wrote, “The

farming community having been duly nofified
there was usually & dense Crowd of people at the
station, awaiting the arrival of the youthful travel-
ers. The sight arthe little comPan of the children
of misfortune always touched

population naturally generous.”

he hearts of a

Orphan trains stopped in dozens of lowa towns—

including Burlington in 1873 and 1898. Newspapers

such as the Burlington Hawk-Eye and Evening Gazette
documented an orphan train’s arrival.

1929

The last orphan train carried
children west about 1929. The
orphan train era represents
“missing pages” from American
history textbooks. Perhaps
because of the stigma once
attached to being an orphan,
riders didn't talk about their
experiences.



The “distribution” procgss wasnt as rosy as

Not all the children’s difficulties ended when

Brace depicted it, however. D. Bruce Ayler, son of  they found a new home. Some children were

an orphan train rider and webmaster for the
Orphan Train Heritage Society of America, Inc.
(OTHSA) explains, ‘Many tinies the children
were inspected like they were livestock. Muscles
were felt. Teeth were checked. Sometimes the
children would sing or dance trying to attract the
attention of new mothers and fathers. It was
frightening to have complete strangers looking
over them-and touching them.”

PROBLEM/1WITH THE SYSTEM
Sisters and brothers were often separated be-.
cause most foster families only wanted one child.
When possible, brothers and Sisters were placed
in nearby towns, but some children lost touch
with sib mg,s. Sometimes no one in a town wanted
a certain child, so the child was gut back ona
train and sent to the next town, Such rejection was
especially painful for children who remembered
being given up by their own parents,

Goldfinch history
detectives tracked
down orphan train
riders who came to
lowa. Meet several of
them in this issue!

tredted like servants, not members of a family.
They were forced to sleep in barns with animals
or were given onI%/_Ieftovers to eat. They were
teased by other children because they were
different and spoke with a New York or foreign
accent. Some children ran away to escape hor-
rible conditions. The Children’s Aid Somet% made
efforts to check on the children regularly, but the
follow-up system was not perfect. _

In addition, Brace was criticized for sending
Catholic children to non-Catholic families, He
thought it was important only to send children to
Christian”homes. In 1873, the New York Found-
ling Hospltal began sending Catholic children
west on trains called “Baby Specials.” The New
York Foundling Hospital, originally called the
New York Foundling Asglum, Was Started bg the
Sisters of Charity in"1869 to help unwanted babies
and young children.

Unlike The Children’s Aid Society, the |
Foundling Hospital worked through local priests

and tear when 1got on the
Fam,. uton 'ﬁ over the
ear, 1t Was a fun rde

— Arthur Field Smith

Check It Out!

The next lowa Orphan Train
. Riders Reunion will be held

A full of aPprehensiﬁn

September 1-4, 2000, in
Estherville. Who's invited? Riders,
descendants, and anyone interested
in learning more about orphan trains!
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Madonna Harms
opened the lowa
Orphan Train
Research Center in
Rolfe, lowa.

Dorothy Buck rode
to lowa in 1919.
She was one year
old at the time.



and found Catholic homes for children before
th_eY arrived in the West, A letter sentby the
Sisters of Charity to Jesse Bell of Mason City said,
“We take pleasure in notifying you that the little

irl which you so kindly orderéd will arrive at

anley, Rack Is. Train‘on Thurs., June 24.... The
name of child, date ofbirth, and name and ad-
dress of party to whom child is assigned will be
found sewn in the Coat of boys and In the hem of
the Dress of girls.”

THE RIDER/' LEGACY
The orphan train movement came to an end around
1929, Laws passed in man% states restricted or
prohibited placement of children from other states,
accordmg| fo the OTHSA Other ways of assisting
poor families were developed.

_Inits 1917 annual report, The
Children’s Aid Society bragged about orphan
train riders who had grown up to be success-
ful. They included the governors of North
Dakota and Alaska, 2 members of Conqress,
24 clergymen, 9 members of state Ie(Tus atures,
19 physicians, 97 teachers, 18journalists, and
many farmers and business owners..

The success of the riders is an important
legacy, according to Mary Ellen Johnson,
founder and executive director ofthe OTHSA
She believes everyone can learn a powerful
lesson from children who were placed out. “No
matter what the bad things are that happen in
your life, you can overcome that,” she says. The
riders arg “Ilvm%proof.” _

Children’s book author Joan Lowery Nixon
agrees. Nixon wrote a seven-volume fiction book
series called “Orphan Train Adventures”and a

8 The Goldfinch

Today, The Children’s
Aid Society serves
120,000 children a
year in New York City.
Its partnership with
Boys and Girls Clubs
of America extends
the society’s services

nationwide.

four-volume series, “Orphan
Train Children.” She says,
“Children today have much
more courage than they
thmk_theyhave.”Nmon _
explains that the orphan train
riders show how “kids of
yesteryear mustered all this
courage and added to this
country, and children of the past were the ex-
amples children of today could follow.”

Just as |mPortant, Nixon believes there is
another lesson to be learned from the riders’
stories. “/ also feel children have the mistaken
feeling that history is made bY adults,” she explains,
but orphan train riders show that “children have a

strong part in creating
history, too.” faf

Imagine- being an orphan and riding a
train from New York to the
Midwest in search of a new family
Orphan children come to life in
books bf Toan Lowery Ninon. I've
read three of her books:

Will's Choice- is about a
bo™ whose father is in a traveling
circus. Will's father cant take

care of him anymore, so he

sends Will on an orphan train.
Will wes chosen bf Dr. and Mrs. Wallace. He helps Dr.
Wallace in his office and he assists him on his trips at
night when people are sick or hurt. Then one daf the
traveling circus that his dad is in comes to town. Will
he go with his father or staj and help Dr. Wallace? Find
out in this exciting book!

& a« « * uen



Lucys W/sh is about a girl whose mother dies
of cholera. Luory goes west on an orphan train to find
, afamilf. Tine thing she wants most is to have loving

WHO RODE THE ORPHAN TRAIN/?

Although children who were placed out traveled on
“orphan trains,” many were not parentless. Some
parents had left their children with an institution
temporarily, hoping to reclaim them when they
turned their lives around. Sick and alcoholic parents
simply could not properly care for their families.

In some cases, parents voluntarily “surren-
dered” or gave up some of their children because
they had too many mouths to feed. Embarrassed,
unmarried mothers often abandoned babies. Sadly,
children who were sent west usually lost all contact
with relatives. More boys than girls were placed out,
and babies and young girls were most sought after
by couples. Jewish children rarely rode the trains;
they were usually kept in Jewish orphanages in-
stead. African-American children often ended up in
segregated orphanages, although occasionally they
were placed out. The Children’s Aid Society report
in 1875 noted that an African-American boy named

Johnny was placed in the lowa home of an African-
American member of a local Baptist church.

parents and a little sister. After being rejected at the
first stop, Luqg and her friend, Pais” both get chosen. Mr. and
Mrs. $napes become Luq's parents. Mrs. Snapes isn't the
mother Luq hoped she would have. 6mma isn't the sister she
had hoped for either. 6mma is disabled and no one can
understand what she sas— except Luq. P-ead this boofc and aee
how Lug comes to love her new family
Circk of Lov™ was m\ favorite boofc of the three | read.
It's about Frances Maq Kell* an orphan train rider who has
found a new life in the West $he leaves her true love, TohnirY, to
accompany Stefan £iromeche bec\c to New Yorfc, her hometown.
While she is there, she gets asfoed to escort 30 orphans to new

homes in Missouri. During the trip, the'f discover
that there is a robber riding on the train disguised
as a preacher. Will Frances find homes for all of the
children? Will she get back to Tohnn? You'll find

out in this outstanding book!
TViese books were hard to put down. TVie|j are

full of adventure and drama. | strongly recommend

(ou read Toan Lower) %s t?oﬁs
e ZAtayuen Sth grace
Barton £omuntt] S(%ools
The Golafinch 9
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/Arthur field Smith

/Arthur (left) and his new brother,

Arthur Field Smith wasnt sup-
0sed to be ahoard the train from
ew Yorkto Clarinda, lowa, in De-

cember 1922, Butwhen one ofthe

%rlsscheduled_tobeplacedoutgot
e measles, five-year-old Arthur

was chosen to go in her place. He

was told he'd find a family
“At the time, | didnt even
know what a mommy and daddy "

were,” Smith told The Goldfinch He'd lived in foster

homes in New York City until beln%transf_erred tothe

Brace Farm School, operated by The Children’s Aid

Soue%y, afew dags before his train ride to Clarinda.
~ The train, Smith recalled, was big, noisy, and

dirty. “Smoke puffed out of the stack and Igot on ev-

erything!"The children rode with three Children’sAid

Sdciety agents inaregular coach—nota luxury sleep-

ing car where th% could have stretched out &t night.

“We were 12 children who didnt know each
other until we got on the train,” Smith said. “But we
got acquainted quickly and there was always a lot of
excitement. We sat in a35|gned places, and everyone
wanted to sit next to awindow because there were so

10 The Goldfinch

Cecil. Arthur was given a new suit
for his journey west. “Never
before had anyone given me a
complete new outfit of clothes,”
Smith said. Boys were dressed in
gray suits with white bow-ties.
Girls received shoes and stock-
ings, pretty dresses, and ribbons
for their hair. Arthur’s new parents
kept Field as his middle name and
added Smith as his last name.
They legally adopted him in 1929.

many new things to see.” Cows, horses, dogs, chick-
ens—Smith had never seen these animals before,

“Afew of the older boys boasted that they had
seen such animals on the dacks in New York City, but
itwas all newto me,” Smith said.

“The three ladies who rode with us—Clara
Comstock is the one | remember—took care ofus very
well. They instructed us along the way about what
would happen when we reached our destination.”

A large crowd had gathered at the Methodist
church forthe children’s arrival in Clarinda on Decem-
ber 16,1922, To s, aswe stood before them, it looked
like the whole town had turned out for the occasion,”
he recalled. Worley and Lillian Smith, who farmed north



of town, were there hecause they were curious, They
hadnt planned on taking a chifd. But when Arthur
climbed onto Worley Smith’s lap and asked, “Are you
going to be my daday?”the Smiths took him home to
an 8year-old brother named Cecil and a big, square
housg on a hillwith a porch on two sides,

‘At home, they gave me a little bucket and told
me to gather eggs. 1T never done that before, but |
was proud to dothe job!” Smith said. “Once there was
a hig bull snake cotled in one of the nests. They're
gelnnelralloly r?grmless—but they don' look harmless to
alittle boy!

Sm%h’s new mother, who had been a school
teacher, couldntbelieve he was really years old and
ready for kmdergia_rten. “l was undrsized, shy, and
quiet,” Smith explained., “because I hadn' been asso-
ciatedwithafamily.” Atfirst, Smithwoke upwith night-
mares. “I screamed, ‘Dont letthem take me away fom
home!” But | adjusted quickly. | was accepted. I'never
heard a single Person mention that | was an orphan.”

A month later, on abitterly cold night, the Smiths
were gathered around the kitchen’s Wood-bumin
stove when Cecil noticed a thin spiral of smoke es-

cape froma cabinet. “He
OPened the cahinet and
flames leaped out like a

%r\ 1936, Smith graduated from
high school in Ciarinda. He was
active in church, sports, music,
and drama. Smith served in the
army and was wounded in Italy
during World War Il. He married
Georgianna Phillips, a school
teacher in New Jersey, and
started manufacturing trailers
and hitches there after the war
using welding skills he learned
on his father’s farm in lowa.

hungry tiger,” Smith recalled. That night  watched
fromaneighbor’s dining roomwindowas my first real
home burned to the ground.” |

~ When Smith was 7L he discovered that he and
his 11 companions. in 1922 were not the only orphans
who traveled by train tofind new homes. We'were part
of the greatest children’s mlgratlon known in the his-
tory ofthe world,” Smith stated. Newspaper clippings
helped him piece together details of his arrival in
Clarinda, Now he wanted to learn details of his birth
famlg. His search ended abruptly when The Children’s
Aid Society answered his request for information.,

“OnJanuary 12,1918, you were left in Gimpel’s
Department Stofe by a woman who_was thought to
be your mother,” the letter stated. The abandoned
child was named Arthur Field, assigned a birthday
(December 2,1917), and haptized Protestant.

“l Was,levastated,” Smith admitted, “and for a
long time dic not even want to talk about it with any-
one. Instead of roots, I, inherited a mystery, anda
puzzle with too many mlssm? cParts.” ,

Smith learned all he could abqut the orphan train
era and has since embarked on a journey of another
kind: to tell the story of orphan trains, sharing informa-
tion that is missing from most history books.

“These are real-life, fascinating stories waiting to
be told,” Smith stated. Children today; he
observes, experience misfortunes eve
bit as painful as the ones orphan train rig-
ersencountered years ago: abuse, neglect,
divorce, substance abuse, andviolence, He
shares his stof _exPIa_lnlng that “regard-
less of how difficult life IS when you're
young, hardwork, ecucation, and clean fiv-
ingwill give you success later inlife”

Justask an orphan train rider. Ur

The Goldfinch 11



Morothy Urch, 88, has always known she was
adopted. But until three years a?o, she didnt know
shedrlddenanorphantram.\/\/_hleattendm_ﬂahealth
class atthe retirement community in Greenville, South
Carolina, where she now lives, Urch introduced her-
self. “1 saidl | had been taken from New York and
adopted in lowa,”she told The Goldfinch, The teacher’s
response: “Oh, you rode an orphan train.”

“An orphan train?” Urch inquired. She had
never heard oforﬁ)han_ frains.

“| went to the historical society in Kossuth
County [in lowa] and looked throu?h old newspa-
pers and found acllpplnﬁ thattold ofmy arrival and
placement with the_Johnsons. | knew then that
riding the orphan train really was a fact,” Urch said.

rch’s gourney from New York to Iowabe%an
when her father, Frank Brooks, died in 1916 when
she was five years old. Urch, born Dorothy Kathryn
Brooks, was the ninth often children. Her mother,
Mary Elizabeth Tyler Brooks, couldn? support the
threé youngest chiildren alone. Mary’s own mother
was dead, and her father had returned to England.
Her father’s family had lived in San Francisco, but
the agparently perished inthe earth(%uake and fire
in 1906. No record of them could be found.

Urch’s mother turned custody of her three
youngest children over to The Children’s Aid Soci-
ety, hoping they'd have a better life than she could
12 The Goldfinch

Dorothy, age 3

growde. Soon Urch and her older brother, Albert,
oarded an orphan train. “We ended up in Algona,
lowa, with differentfamilies,”she explained. “Charles,
my little brother, was onI%/two-and-a-haIfwhen hewas
sent on another orphan frain to Chanute, Kansas.”

John and Carrie Johnson, who farmed near
Algona, adopted Dorothy “The Johnsons’ onl
daughter, Clara, died when she was 13 months old.
They couldnt have any more children,” Urch said.
“When | got to the Johnsons, my name became
Dorothy Mae Johnson. Mae was the middle name
of the Johnsons’ daughter who died.”



Urch |mmed|atelyfeII In IoveW| hher adop ted
family. “| felt like they acceﬁte meri dg taway and
| was one of the family.” She learned how td feed
chick ens gather eggs, garden and do household
chores. She enjoye owm% Pona farm,

When Urchwas 12, her Dirth mather asked the
Johnsons for permissiontovisitDorathy in lowa. The
Johnsons agreed. Urch met her hirtfi mother and
learned she had two sisters who had died before she
was born, in addition to the six brothers she remem-
bered. She visited her birth family in New York sev-
eral times. The Johnsons encouraged her visits and
even accompanted her to New York once.

“| was happy to meet them but | didnt want
to go back there,” Urch said. “My adoptive parents
were my real mother and father, | ?uess | was glad
to know about [my birth family]. [thelped answer
questions about who | was.”

Urch stayed in Algona and finished high
school, then went on to gét her teaching de%ree “
taught schoo| for three years in the schoolhouse |
weritto as a child,” she said

In 1933 she married Irvmg Urch, whom she

metat the focal grocery store. They moved to West
Concord, Minng-
sota, in 1938,
They moved back
to the Johnson
farm when her
adoptive father
became ill, taklnq
care of him unt

Mary Elizabeth Tyler Brooks
hoped The Children’s Aid
Society could offer her three
youngest children a better life
than she could provide.

he died in_1955. They then
moveg to Greenville, S.C.
| lost track of Charles
His name got changed
John S, Craig] and this made
ithard totrack him down. M
daughter has acomputer, an
she was able to
find a record of
him. He diedabout
22 years ago in In-
didna,” Urch said.
Hisadoptive family
moved_from Kan-
sasto Canada and
eventuallyto Ohio.
“ kept intouch with Albert for about five years
until he decided to go back to New York to be with
Mother,” Urch said. The Algona widow who took
Albert ran aboardinghouse and onlywanted some-
one towash dishes and sweep floors. “It didntwork
out, s he went back,” she explained.
Dorothy Urch isglad to have been placed out as
achild. The alternative: she mtdht have ended up a
child wandering the streets of New York. “My feel-
ing from the time | went to lowa was thaf | be-
longed there, Some chlldren didnt have good
experiences,” Urch said. “

Urch gives talks to school children about
being an orphan train rider. She tells children
that She does not feel sacl about being adopted.
To be adopted is to be chosen,” Urch said. She
hopeskldscanftndencouraﬁementtnherstory

“| encourage children avm? ahard time
thatthey can overcome ohstaclesTike I did,”she

Sa|d —By Susanne Leibold
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MM y feeling from the
time | went to lowa
was that | belonged
there,” Dorothy Urch
told The Goldfinch.



Clara Comstock:

Attempting th*lmpossible

"Miss Clara B. Comstock, who brought a company of

children here Friday,

under the direction of the New

York Children®s Aid Society, to be distributed among

the people of this section,

cessful distribution.”

regards It a very suc-

— The Fayette Reporter, May 9,1912

© lara Corﬂmﬁ%lacing agé’ntfo_rThe Children's  Comstock was the only adult accompanying the or-
Aid society, was mentioned prommentl% in many  phans, although she insisted on takmﬁ ariothier agent

bution” of children.
mq(agents formed a vital
link Between children in
orphanages and people in

rural areas. They se-

lected the children who
would be placed out and
supervised them on the
long train trips west,
Agents also made annual

ViSits to check on chil-

dren intheir new homes,
Comstock worked

forThe Children’s Ad So-

ciety for more than 40
ears be%mnmg In 1903,
rom 1911 throligh 1928,

she male 74tripsto lowa

and other states with
groups of children. Atone

Fomt, shewasthe society’s
owa State Manager. Often
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articles in'Towa newgﬁ)apers describing
aC-

“[Children] would often ask when | visited the Brace
Farm School [in New York], Take me with you, Miss
Comstock. | have been a good boy.”

e “distri- along after being in a train wreck wit

N 10 children.
Trains bound for
lowa usually left New
York at noon on Tues-
day so they would reach
théir destination on Fri-
day. During the trips,
Comstock was so busy
she rarely slept. She fed
the children n_on-Perl_sh-
able foods, including
bread, peanut butter,
celery, apples, raisins,
and cookies. The train
stopped in towns annﬁ
thewayto_plckuEfres,
milk and ice to keep it
cold. She nursed chil-
dren suffering from
motion sickness and
tried to comfort fright-
ened children. Her
emergency bag was



Comstock arrived at the Clarinda depot (above) on
Dec. 18, 1922 with 12 children, including Arthur Field
(see page 10). She escorted the children to the
Methodist Church (right) to meet prospective parents.

filled with silverware, bibs, towels, medicine, a sew-
ing kit, and a Sterno burner to heat milk for habies,

Other_passengers on the trains often donated
maney, which Comistock sent to the society’s main
office, Sometimes they gave the children candy. “[The
canaly] was not so apPremated 85 it usually fook the
formofhlack chocolate and we were kept busy wash-
Ing hands and faces,” Comstock once said.

Upon arriving In a town, Comstock fed,
washed, and dressed the children n their best
clothes. Then she took them to a town hall or other
meeting place. An article in the Clarinda newspa-
per on Dec, 18 1922, said, “Miss Comstock intro-
duced the children and had several of them sing or
speak pieces to show their smartness.” The article

escribed how Arthur Field and eleven other chil-
dren were displayed for the community.

— By Katherine House

. Usually children who were selected went to
their new homes the day they arrived in fown.
Comstock then spent the"weekend resting, learn-
mg more about the children’s families, and visitin
with townspeople. Beginning on Manday, She trav-
eled by lumber wagon, buggy, sleigh, freight train,
or. caloose, and, in later years, by truck, to meet
with the children and their familigs. It took a week
or two to visit all the children in their new homes
and write up reports. _ o

We were constantly attempting the impossible
and accomplishing it,” Comstock Said in a speech
to Children’s Aid Society employees in 1931 The
work was a great adventure in Faith, we were al-
ways helped and grew to expect kindness, deep in-
terest and assistanice everywhere.”
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Dorothea Kniess

By Jan Wolbers

m Dorothea Emily Amelia Caroline Dagma Kniess
was all alone, Hér young mother and older sister
had died, and her father"had left the country. She
Wwas nine years old, o

Her ‘father had uprooted his wife, Emily, and

young daughterfromtheirhome in Copenhagen, Den-
mark; and moved them to America. Emily was preg-

nant with Darothea when they journeyed across the

ocean to their new home. Darothea’s father eventu-

allyreturned to Copenhaﬁe_n, leaving his wife and two
children;to survive on their own in New York City.
First Emily’s oldestdaughter died oftuberculosis, thén
Emily became ill and died when she was 29,

Dorotheawas placed inaNew York City orphan-

age. Soon, shewas placed aboard an orphan‘rain and
sentwest. “Howfrightened she must have been,” her

aughter, Etta Owen, of Mt. Pleasant, lowa, told The
Goldfinch, “She had no ideawhere she was going.”

In October 1898, Dorothea’s train ¢ame di-
rectly to Burlington, lowa, from New York. Accord-

ing to the Burlington Evening Gazette, nine children
16 The Goldfinch

were on board, accompanied by Mr. JW. Shields of
the New York Juvenile Asylumi. The children were
dlspl%/ed to potential parénts at the Union Hotel.
_Dorothea was chosen by the Charles Fleenor
family of Danville, lowa. The Fleenors had four chil-
dren of their own,_“but they needed someone else
tohelp out,” said Etta, “There was alotto do on the
farm.” Dorothea did work hard for the Fleenors
but so did all ofthe family members; she was treated
the same as the other chiildren. The Fleenors never
legally adopted Dorothea, but she felt like a mem-
ber of the family. “She had a good life with them,”
said Etta. “She was lucky. _
~ The Fleenors provided Dorgthea with an edu-

cation beyond the 8th grade, sending her to Howe’s
Academy in Mt. Pleasant. There,Dorothea met her
future husband, Noah Landrum. Toglether, they had
eight children and survived two warld wars arid the
depression. One child, Max, died in 1918 of SRan-
ish influenza, Etta Kniess Landrum Owenwas their
Koungestchnd.,“l\{!otherworked

ard all ofher life,” recalled Etta.
“She and Father eked out a liv-
mgonthefarmand_Puardedthe
health of their chifdren.” Etta
recalls the Fleenors with fond-
ness. “I called them Aunt Polly
and Uncle Charlie.” ,

Dorothea Emily Amelia

Caroline Dagma Kniess Lan-
drum died i 1964, three
?]/ears after the death ofher

usband. The little girl who
had lost everything gained
it back after being chosen
by afamily who loved her.



Ruth liickok

n Qctober 1917, Ruth Hickok landed in Forest City, lowa. “Every time kids got
off of a train and (!were] accepted and taken to some home, it was Called, they
landed,™ she explained. “There was a lot of crying after stops where
children landed.” S
Born Agnes Anderson to Norwegian immigrants on August 25,
1912, Ruth éntered a New York orphanage for Norwegian children:
when she was only 22 months old. Her father had deserted the family,
and her mother could not care for Agnes and her infant sister, Evelyn.
Agnes spent more than three years in the orf)hanage. Her
mothér visited gnce aweek. When visits suddenly stopped, Agnes
Was chosen to ride an orphan train. _
\When she arrived in lowa, Agines was taken in by an elderly
couple. “f cried when Miss Comstock [the placm% agentwho accom-
panied Ruth’s %roup] left me,”Ruth said. When she wouldn? sto;l)

crylng, her foster mother locked her in the cellar for the night. “ was
scared to death of that lady,” Ruth recalled. Comstock returned to
check on Agnes the next morning. “1 %rabbed ahold of [Miss
Comstock] and wouldnt let go. I'coulant cry. I couldnttalk,” Ruth
said. Comstock removed Ruth from that home and took her to the
Jensons, a Forest City family that had two older boys. Athird brother
, was born later, \When I got'to the Jensons, I told Miss Comstock |
didntwant to sleep [in a cellar] where’it was black and smelly.” The Jensns
changdedA Agne?’name to RuthAgnes hecause an aunt living with the family was
named Agpries, too.

At sgnool . Ruth, who understood English but spoke Norwegian, was told not
t0 sReak a fOfGIPn language. At first she did not know what aforelqn Ianguaqe Was.
“Otner kids called me trash’ [because of m)(_ background],” she told The Goldfinch.
“Ithurt.” Aloner as a child, Ruth says she “liked families with lots of kids. It
seemed more like the orphanage, 1 Suppose.”

Ruth searched for her younger sister for many years, but never found her.
She has shared her experiences as an orphan train rider with dozens of service
and community organizations. Tocay 87-year-old Ruth has two grown children,
four grandchildren, and two great-grandchildren.
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At Home in Maquoketa:

Dorothy Buck

Story and photos by Susanne Leibold

Dorothy Jean Ritchie was bom in New York on
Decembier 9,1918. Her mother, Arlene Ritchie, was
16years old and unmarried. Her father, Leon Stacy,
Was onIY 15 ,

Arlene made arrangements with the
Canandaigua Orphanage in Canandaigua, New York,
to temporarily care for Dorothy. She found ajob as a
nursemaid in'lthaca, New York, and paic the orphan-
age $2 aweek. About Six months later, when shewent
toplckupherIlttleqlrI,ArIenewasmforme_dthather
mother had turned legal custody of the child over to
the_orphanage. Dorothy had been taken to The
Children's Aid Society and was already on a west-
bound train. Dorothy was lolaced out t0 Janies an
Emma Pier of Maquoketa, lowa, in 1919,

Dorothy was too youn% to remember any of
her life at thie orphanage. She did not even kinow
she was adopted until she was four years old.

“We were visiting afriend of thé family inWis-
consin when someong asked my mom if I'was the
little girl she had adopted,” Dorothy told The Gold-
finch.™l asked, Who smy real mommy?’ Mom re-
plied, You'e our little girf now | don't knowwhere
your mommy is. _

“Emmd was my adoptive mother. She was 46.
James, my adoptive dad, was 51. They had always
wanted children. They formally adopted me a year
later and gave me the’name Dorothy Ritchie Pier.”

Dorathy went to school and learned to do
household chores. “My adoptive mother also taugiht
me to cook,” she said. | learned how to cook a'lot
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Dorothy Buck was born in New York, then adopted
in lowa. She eventually returned to New York. But
now she calls Maquoketa, lowa, home— again.

of German food. | really liked to cook. I till do.”
In 1929, when Dorothy was 11 years old, banks
closed and unemployment'increased hecause of an
economic depression. The Piers lostalltheir money
when the Maquoketa bank closed. Then, later that
same Year, James Pier died of a heart attack. Life

changed dramatically for Dorothy and Emma.
e Tived on 4 shoestring budget for (1u,|te

awhile. Mom was forced to supﬁprt Us by sellin
vegetables fromthe garden and chickens we raised.
Shie also did sewm([; projects through WIP.A, agov-
ernment program 10 assist people with no money,”
Dorothy said _
. After several years of scraping by, Emma sold
their property and moved to an apartment in
Maguoketa, “In ‘38, Lhad just graduated from high
school, Itook apart-time HOb o Saturdays as aclerk
at a five and dime store [Ben Franklin] in
Maquoketa. | made $1.17 per day | helped ot as

$1.17 per day in 1938 would be the same

as earning $13.20 per day in 1999.



best I could. | was also worklnP on my certificate
to teach school. Mom helped outwith tuiition as best
she coulld. | taught elementary school at the same
schoolhouse 1 went to as a kid. ,
, DorothY became curious ahou her birth fam-
gyand traveled to New York to visit Canandaigua
rphana(];e. “Most of the building was torn down,”
she recalled. “ went up into the part still standing
and talked to a lady who had worked there for many
years. When I told the lady who I was, she smiled
and_said she remembered me, and she knew my
family. She took a letter from the file that Arlen
wrote when | was placed there. She also gave me
the address of my grandmother.”
Dorothy todk the information back home to

Maguoketa. Shewrote her grandmother a letter ex-

Blammg who she was. Her grandmother wrote her
ack, excited to hear from Dorothy.

In 1940, Dorothy went to Néw York to meet
her grandmother. While there, she met Charles
Curtis Buck, her grandmother’s neighbor—and her
future hushand.

Dorothy moved
to New York and
taught school while
she'and Charles made
wedding plans.The
were married in 1941
Dorothy also met her
mother. Arlene, who
was married and had
several children.

“I lived close by
all my family and kepit
in tolich with Arlene
and my grandmother.

This is the church on East Platt
Street in Maguoketa where Doro
and other orphan train riders were

chosen by foster families.

| never became very close to either of them, but |
had a good relatioriship with both of them. | just
considered them friends. ,

_lronically, Dorothy’s father-in-law knew her
blO|08IC&| father. They had been friends for years.
One day her father-in-law ran into Leon Stacy and
asked ifhe'd like to meet his daughter.

“IMy fatheq was stunned. He thought Arlene
had a son,” Dorathy said. A few days later, a meet-
Ing was arrangi_ed between Dorothy and her birth
father. “1was alittle nervous, but | immediately liked
my father. | didnt qet to know him very well be-
cause he died shortly after we met.” ~

"You always wonder why you were given away
andwhat kind of people you came from. Meeting my
famllyrhas answered those questions,”says Dordthy.,

oday, Doroth)( 0es to history ¢lasses and
tells her story. She talks to young children about
being adopted! and finding her birtfi family. She feels
fortunate to have been adopted by _Iovmg parents
who accepted her as part of the family.

..-[T]he Congregational church was
comfortably filled by the many who

came to see the twelve boys and girls

who were brought here by Miss
Comstock. ... Every child was the
picture of health, cleanliness and
showed that those in charge of them
have given nothing but the best
treatment in every way. Dorothy
Ritchie attracted the attention of
many and finally Mr_and Mrs. James
Pier of Route Five were awarded this

little cherub. The best baby you ever

saw: not even a whimper out of her
and this at the end of a hard train
trip all the way from New York.
— from an article that appeared in a
1919 Maquoketa newspaper.

The Goldfinch 19



hat do you dowhen you find history inyour own
backyard?“You make a website on the’ Intérnet and
sharé it! At least that’swhat some third Eraders did at
Béé%g’s Elementary School in Maguoketa, lowa, in
19%: The weh sit¢ idea was sparked by a fictional
book about an orphan train rider, In the Face ofDan-
ger, by Joan Lowery Nixon. _

After reading the book, Merry Kahn, library
media specialist, learned that an orphan trai
stopped in Maquoketa in 1919. She also discovered
that there were orphan train riders still living in
Maquoketa. Kahn approached third grade teachers
Sherry Bickford, Jane Long, and Karén Penningrath
about dloing aresearch prodect onthe subject. With
the help oftheir third grade students, they built a
website to teach others about orphan train riders.

.. Agrant allowed them to purchase a computer,

digital Camera, scanner, and a comguter software
program to construct the website. Students were
separated into ?roups,to become experts on one
piece of computer equipment.
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Steve Ferguson, Isaac
Miller, and Alice Kahn
helped put orphan train
history on the web when
they were in 3rd grade.
Now, as 7th graders, they
described their project for
The Goldfinch. Check out
their work at:
www.maguoketa.kl2.ia.us/
orphan_train.html

Photo: S. Leibold/SHSI (lowa City)

“Students read articles on the orE),han trains,
went to the library, and |ooked up old articles on mi-
crofilm to learn more about when the orphan train
came through. They also visited the train depot, the
church, and hotel where the orphans stayed. This
made it more real for them,” Kahn said. ,

. “Weall did a lot of research. The kids loved it
This happened to kids their age. [twas tanglble and
| think It really hit home,” said Penningroth. .

DorothyBuck, one of the orphan'train riders
who lives in Maquoketa, came and visited the
school. Students videotaped the visit and put ex-
cerpts of the vide on the web site,

“I liked learning about the train depot,
the Decker House, and the church where
the orphans went to be picked,” said Alice
Kahn, now age 13, who took pictures and
did some tYpIﬂB on the project. “The train
depot and the Decker House are now res-
taurants, The orphans sleptovemightinthe
Decker House, which used to be & hotel.

Alice Kahn
3rd grade


http://www.maquoketa.kl2.ia.us/

The train depot in
Maguoketa today.

. MAOUORETA

DEPOT

Photo: S. Leibold/SHSI (lowa City)

Isaac Miller worked with the scan-
Isaac Miller Eer and video camera. “l didn’
adgrade  KNOW.much about the orphan trains
he said. * Wondered how the whole
thing worked. It hought some of the stories were
sad ecause some got picked to do farm work
and weren't treated Idielpegt ofthe family.”

Steve Ferguson liked doing research, espe-
cial yworkm W|th ermary ocumens Iwassur-
prised t e wereo en taken to do labor,” he said.
ftwash ar to hear how much palnand suffering
theywen throughwith their parents, and then have

o find new parents. | think I'am pretty lucky |
d| nthave to %o throug that”

Students keptjournals throughoutthe project.
“In he beglnnln many didnt know what the or-
Ehan traing were; Bythe time wewere finished, the
1ds had deveIoE empathy for the orphan train
rlders aIdBI ford.

‘The students got a better understanding
about the problems that brought the orphans out
west on trains. The students put in a lof oftime and
effort on the project,” Long said. “I think it turned

out well.”

— By Susanne Leibold

SURFING THE WEB TO TRACK
TRAIN RIDERS!

Today, the information superhighway is helping
orphan train riders retrace the rails. VJhen Dorothy
lIrch (see page 1Z) wanted to tradi down her
younger brother, Charles, she and her daughter
turned to the World Wide Web.
"Due to privacy laws, The children's Aid
Society could only give Charles' adopted name
pohn S. Craig] and his birth date" said llrch's
daughter, To Ann &oehm. They spent hours
searching on-line. "TViere were literally hundreds of
Tohn S. Craigs."
fSsoehm thought she'd exhausted every avenue
on the internet. &ut then she discovered the Social
Security Administration's master death list on-line.
The list showed more than 100 deceased men
named Tohn Craig. She narrowed her search using
her uncle's birth date and middle initial. &oehm
found a listing for Tohn S. Craig with the correct
birth date who died in ifH in Fort Wayne, Indiana.
&oehm called a fort Wayne newspaper. An
obituary was fa*ed to her the same day. "When |
saw the obituary listed this Tohn Craig's birthplace
as Mt. Vernon, New YorK, | Knew it was him. | called
my mom and told her we had found him."
lIrch wanted to meet her brother's family.
Tinrough on-line phone lists, &ehm found Charles'
wife in Ohio. "I wanted to call her that night, but |
didn't Know what to say," &oehm said, “finally, |
picked up the phone and called." After hours of
searching, llrch finally met her brother's family.
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A New Hope

In lowa

by Susan Smoots

M Qteibib 1897 .

_ Qltﬁms beenEtghr_ee days since we left New York
Cn%(. lust'd tobe asmglnqglrl there. I sang in pubs
and at the docks, tryln% 0 earn a penny or two. |
dont know who—of where—my paren}s are. | go
by the name “Becky,” and have Toughtfor life just
like all the other children living inthe streets. | have
always felt alone—but how can you be alone when
you live in crowded New York City?

. The Children’s Aid Society took me in. My fa-
vorite teacher there gave you to'me, dear diary. One
day they told us how/we could ride atrain outto the
country to be taken inby families. My dream come
true: afamily to belong to! _

WeVve just arrived in lowa City, lowa. Hope-
fully, each of us will go home with"a new mother
and father. I'm terrifiéd. What if no one wants me?
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|22ET™ |
fors, il usan |

Ponton, Washington, "One of my

lowa City’s tidy houses and shops look so dif-
ferent from New York City’s tall and dilapidated ten-
ements! The woman from The Children’s Aid Soci-
ety led us to the church and onto the platform in
front, | studied the townspeople’s faces. Some
people looked _?Ieasant, but others scrutinized us
skeptically, as i the}/were measuring the hours of
work we could perform. Two of those strangers
might be my new parents! , ,

.~ My spine tingled when The Children’s Aid So-
ciety representative mentioned me in her speech.
Then she invited peaple to talk to us. An older man
and his wife approached me. They spoke with a lilt-
Ing Irish brogue and hopeful faces. Would you like
to'come home and be our little girl?"the man asked.

Without hesitation, | gasped, Yes!”

cyyyreh 17/ 1897 _

| woke up in my own bed in my own room!
Mother and Father—oh, it feels wonderful to call
them that—told me that their own little Mary died
33 years ago at the age of nine. They have named
me"Mary after her. | Wwonder what their Mary was
like, 1hape Iwill please them, and that theyTl love
me just as much as they loved their own daughter.

Father taught me how to take the eggs. out
frombeneath the feisty hens and lay them gently in



abucket. My favorite place in the barn is the loft. It
was full of rough, musty hay Ijumped from the loft
onto the gigantic pile of hay on the barn floor.

<Y)nicch 24/ 1897
Father took me to school today. When | stepped

into the room, the other children whispered among
themselves and cast wary glances at me. After the
teacher rapped for order, they completelyignored me.
| felt 50 lonely and small. I wanted to go home.
~ Atrecess, the other children played ta%. | asked
to join them but they refused. I was an orphan, they
said, so they wante nothm? to do with me.
_ late lunch alone. Agirl named A%n_es sat down
beside me and said that she’d be my triend. When
school was over, Agnes’ mother found us talking.

She grabbed AgnesI Ibt% the arm and marched out-

side, scolding her all the way
MQwcb 11, 1897 o

“Today at school, Agnes didnt sit next to me.
Amidst the hustle of lunch break, she drew me
aside. “Mary, Mother told me that | may not play
with you.” Devastated, | reluctantly turned away.

faybe if | can lorqve that | am a fast runner,

the children at school will let me pIaytagiwnh them.
Ve made up my mind to run wherever 1o so Iwill
be as swift as the wind.

cApnl 16 1897
| ran all ]the way home from school today. |

have a stitch in my side and am seeing stars, but
I'm glowing with hope.

cA 1897
") c_oujfg hard?y sitstill onthe hard school bench

as | waited for lunch break. As soon as the school
bell rang, allthe children tumbled outinto the warm
sunshine. | asked the boy who was organlz_ln%a
game oftag if | could play. I looked him right in the
Ie\h/e. “All right,” he said grudgingly, “out you're it
y stomach tightened inanervous knot. The other
children stood around me waiting. My eyes settled
on Agnes. | bounded after her, We raced around
the school. My knees ﬁ]rewweak and | was gasping
for breath when I finally touched her shoulder. She
whirled around to face me with a grin. You did
?reat!”sh_e exclaimed. Then, in awh_lsPer, “IVie been
alking with my mother, and she intends to have
your family over for dinner after church this Sun-
day. Before you came, she heard stories about or-
phians that made her afraid of me making friends
with one. Shell see what a nice girl you are, and
then shelletus be friends.” My heart nearly burst!

Aune 8/ 1900

Today the census was taken. A man came to
our door and asked us all sorts of questions. | was
proud to say that I'm Ma(rjy Den_neng, the adopted
dau%hte_ro Lawrence and Harriet Denneny, born
in 1884 in New York. | am
fifteen years old. | wonder
if someday someone will
read the census and wonder
who Mary Denneny was.
Well, nowat least you, dear
diary, know. *

This is the Lawrence and Harriet Denneny gravesite
at St. Joseph Cemetery in lowa City. Also buried
there is their first daughter who died at age nine.



----------- Madonna Harms:-------------

HI/TORY KEEPER!

* 1've got lots of stories,” Madonna Harms, 70, told
The Goldfinch, Five years ago Harms opened the
lowa Orphan Train Research Center in‘her Rolfe,
lowa, home. _

. “There was no other place [in lowa] where
children [who rode orphan trains to lowa] were
listed—n0 place you could go to gather informa-
tign,” Harms said. Two rooms ofher house are filled
with photographs, yellowed newspaper clippings
letters, [istS of cities where orphan trains stopped,
names of families who took children, dates of
arrivals, flyers, copies of adoption papers and
Indentures, books on railroad_history...

And lots of stories descrlbm? the lives of
orphan train riders. Some accounts were written by
riders, others by descendants of riders. An article "
from the Oskaldosa Herald dated August 13,1868, is
the earljest newspaper clipping in Harms’ collection
descrlblngi,an orphan train arrival in lowa, But
Harms believes children were placed out in lowa
much earlier. “As soon as the rajlroad came across
the Mississippi River, children riding orphan trains
would have come, too,” Harms said. An article
describing the orphan train journey to Michigan in
1854 statds that children not'choseq in Michigan
traveled to Minnesota and lowa to find homes. One
account amo,ng the riders’ stories she has collected
describes chiloren coming to Dubugue in the early
18605 aboard fre|?ht cars. Upon arrival, they rode’in
a livery wagon to the local opera house to be
selectéd by prospective Rarents. _

. Its also possible that lowa folks went into
Illinois to get children before the traing came into
lowa,” Harms said. “People often traveled 50 miles
or more to get a child when they knew a train was
coming.
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Perry Hoffey, left, came to lowa on a “baby
special.” He is pictured with his wife, Agnes.

Harms’father, born Pierre Casson, was 10
weeks old when he was placed in the Catholic
Foundling Home in New York City. “He rode a baby
special’ of mercy car,"as the sistérs called them, to

arnell, lowa,” Harms explained. She’s not sure
when he rode the train, but she knows he and a little
%rl on the train were taken by the same family

ecause they wouldnt let go of gach other’s
hands,” Her father’s name Was changed to Perry
Jose_Ph Hoffey. He “absorbed” the name ofthe
family wha tdok him, Harms said, “Many families
dion legally adopt the children they togk in be-
cause adoption meant the right to inherit. Some-
times children were given the family name right
away, others waited until later.” Finding more
information on her father’s history is one of the
mysteries Harms is anxious to solve.
.~ Harms answers six or seven requests for
information abqut orphan train riders each week.
Last year, 62 schools contacted her while research-
Ing orphan trains. Another part of her job: bringing
descendants of orphan train ricers together. Some-
times shell get inquiries about one rider from .
several différent families. Harms Puts those families
Intouch with each other, helping them find relatives
they didn't know they had.



Letters from Riders

Qrphan train riders were encouraged to write
The Children’s Aid Society to describe their new
homes. Some of their lettérs were published in
the ,somet?/’s annual reports. Hie reﬂorts were
designed to demonstrate how well the placing-out
system worked. Inturn, the society hoped that
Wealthy people, impressed by the migration
system, would donate money to the soCiety so it
could help more children,

Ahoy identified as “J.P.”wrote from Tama
County in"May 18/0:

_Another boy, “L.C."wrote from an unidenti-
fied lowa town in September 1874 that “I am
sorry to hear that there are so many youncT; men
running around the streets and no work. [Tthey
Were onl¥ out here they could get all the work
they want. | thank God'that | ain* there and
rurining around the streets like them.” He went
on to eﬁ)lam that many people were “sickly” and
dying. He asked The. Children’s Aid Societyto
help'him locate his sister, who had been placed in
ahome somewhere else.

Abog( 7nlaced in Buchanan County wrate a long
letter in 1874 describing his chores on'the farm.

Anotheryoungsterhad . .
read a recent newsRaper article criticizing the treat-
ment of children who were placed out He wrote:

“| noticed a piece in Harper’s Weekly about
the boys sent out West, saying that we were
overworked, fed on coarse salt meat; had to
work late and early, that our hands and faces
were the color of the rich loam soil. | say that
every word of it is untrue as far as | am
concerned; and | know the boys | have seen
were treated well, fed on the best, had a
horse to ride where they pleased.”

In 1909, Gertrude C. wrote to describe a surprise
party held in her honor. She bragged that
Mamma made me four new school dresses for
next spring” and declared that she would “study
harder” so'she could become a teacher,
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Pippa, above, talked to The Goldfinch
after performing "The Story of the
Orphan Train” in Des Moines.

P |Ppa White
walked on stage
carrying a small
SuitCaseé containing a
few simple props—
hats, a pair of

lasses>an apro
énus atrain Wsﬂé.
: he warnea her
audience (250 elementary students packed into
Seats surroundlnq three Sides of the sta?%? that
this program would be longer than most designed
for schools. Orphan train strvivors who have™
seen her show, who have contributed their stories
to it, wont let her cut anything out. We want them
to know how it wasfor us, they tell Plﬂpa. _

. “Ridlers ask that you remember them,” Pippa
said to her audience in Des Moines on February 21,
2000. “There are about 200 riders alive now, and
they are all senior citizens. Ifwe dontknowtheir
stories, soon they won' be here to tell them.”

The Goldfinch caught up with Pippa after one

of ten sold-out performances in the Stoner Studio
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Theatre in the Civic Center of Greater Des
Moines. Pippa—a California-horn actress who
moved with her husband to Lincoln, Nebraska, 20
years ago—nas created her own career.

“I Ve been an actress all my life. Coming to
Nebraska made me realize that'if [ wanted t0 be a
working actress, | was going to have to do some-
th!ng_on my own,” Pippa explained. “So, I hegan
thinking about what would Sell—what audierices
inthe Midwest want to hear about.” .

PIpPa_ had heard of the orphan trains a
couple of times after moving to Nebraska and
thought the topic sounded intriguing. Nine years
ago, When she decided to produce a'show on the
stibject, very little was written about orphan trains.

. “I'found only two hooks at the library, " Pippa
said. She was convinced those stories would make
great material for a solo dramatic performance.

. Pippawent to an Orphan Train Heritage
Society of America reunion in Arkansas to meet
some Ofthe riders and gather material for her show.
“ltwas the last night andl | was just leaving when |



Pippa White brings history to kids— something that
happened long ago is right in front of you. As part of
her show, she portrays a German boy named Bill (left),
Ruth Hickok (right) and Clara Comstock (far right).

)
met ‘_Toots’k)nrphan train rider Alice Ayler].” Toots
exclaimed, “Anactress. That's what we need!”

. “Ifeel very, very grateful fo the survivors,”
Pippa said. Thiey send me their old pictures.
They encourage me. They sy, ‘Sure, take my
story by all means!” Nobady ever said no to me.”

More than 2,000 kids attended Pippa’s
performances during her week in Des Moines.
could have sold the Shows out three more times
and still had a waiting list,” said Maureen Korte,
Civic Center education coordinator.

How does Pippa explain the show’s appeal?
“Everyone’s curious about orphanages, There’s a
certain mystique about the topic. THIS is such abig
piece of history, but it's not well known,” she said.

. Pippabelieves the orhpan train era is hidden
history because “it was shameful to be an orphan,
and itwas even shameful to take an orphan back
then. It was not something peaple talked about.
That's why itwas forqotten,” she said.

“It’s the riders’ Stories that have made it a
good show,” Pippa said. “No matter how talented
You are, you have to have good material. Orphan
rain stofles are real, true, ca tlvatm?, fascinating,
and riveting. What more could I ask for?”

Photos: M. Frese/SHSI (lowa City)

. Pippa ﬁortrays 11 characters during the 75
minute orphan trdin show. Putting their Stories,
together at her dining room table was like putting
together ajigsaw puzzle. “| feel like | know these
orphans,” Shie said. “| didnt have to work too hard
developing characters because 1V lived with
their storigs for so long. ,

For an actress, the resourcefulness of kids
who managed to triumph over real hardships is a
rags-to-riches story that always sells.

As amom (sfe has two teenagers), Pippa
doesnt think kids could find bettér role models
than orphan train riders. “Riders tell me
they don' have much patience with
Feople who feel sorry for

hemsglves be-

cause they Ve had

to suffer. They say,
That happened to

Us, too, butwe dont
USe It as an excuse.’|
admire theirre-
sourcefulness.” (jfcs
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Goldfinch Fiction by Norma T. Balding

‘W ill we ever (]]et there?” Carlo said impatiently, to
no one in particular. Wherever there’is, he wondered
to himself. He was tired.of sharing his seat with little
childrenwho.couldnt sit still. He Was tired of crying
bahies. He didnt know if he could choke down an-
other mustard sandwich. But most of all, the skinny
boy withblack hair and a dark complexion was weary
of Staring out the trainwindows. Tohim, the country-
sicle was orm%com ared to the noise and the activ-
ity of his New York City surroundings. Maybe leav-
ing New York wagnt stich %ood idea after .

Carlo was six years old when he and his par-
ents arrived in New York in 1888, They rented a
room on the ground floor in @ Mulberry Street ten-
ement in an area known as Little Italy. “The room
has no windows,” his mother had obiserved when
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they first moved in. She had covered her noge with
a kerchief, but nothing could block the building’s
horrible smell. The long voyage across the ocean
had left her pale and thin.

“Soon we will move to a better place,” Carlo’s
father had assured them. “We will save for a place
of aur own.” At first Carlo’s parents spoke often of
their dreams for their new life in America. They
worked IonP days in a factory while Carlo earned
Pennles selfin newspaPers on street corners and
earned English from other Italian immigrant chil-
dren. The money they earned barely paid the rent,
leaving little for food or clothes. Soon they did not
speak of their dreams at all, _

Carlo’s mother died less than ayear later, His
father, choking back tears, said good-bye to Carlo



the next morning and left for work. He never re-
turned. Carlo learned how to forage for food in the
garba%e and to find shelter in discarded cartons

eneath the piers. One day, a woman he'd never
seen before offered him ameal ofhot soup and bis-
cuits, Carlo hesitated. Had she seen him steal cab-
bagefrom the market? Would she turn him in? Hun-
gergnawed deepwithin his belly. Should hefollow her?

Now, in 1892, the mighty'train chu%%ed onand
on. Carlo remembered the hot meals atthe orphan-
age. And the clothes they had given him to replace
the rags he was Wearlngz. Then, someone from The
Children’s Aid Society told him about all of the or-
phaned or abandoned children who were “placed-
out” with farm families in the Midwest. Carlo did
not know where he was headed or what his future
would hold, buthe climbed aboard the passenger
car loaded with other children heading west.

At last the long train pulled into"a station,
the brakes squealmg to a stop. “Where are we,
ma’am?” Carlo asked one of the attendants trav-
eling with the children.

“Eagle Grove, lowa,” Miss Allen answered,
looking tired after such a long trip with so many
children. She smiled at himana said, This is
where we get off.” _
~ Carloandthe other children were herded
into a long waiting room occupied by groups
ofcurious strangers. Childrenwho werent se-
lected would get back on the train and travel
to the next stop. Carlo waited, almost afraid
to breathe. What next? he thoupht.

~ Carlo watched as the children around
him were led away, By now Carlo was the
only hoy left. Pushing his way through the
crowd, atall man leaned over infront of Carlo.

His wife walked quickly to keep up with the man’s
long strides. “How old are you?”the stranger de-
manded. o

Ten, sir,"ventured Carlo, almostwhispering.

“What's your name?” was the farmer’s next
question.

“Carlo, sir.” _

“We're Gunther and Marta Schmidt. At our
house youllbe Karl,”he announced firmly. His wife
nodded beneath her dark blue bonnet. =

Papers were S|%ned, and before he realized t,
Carlo was seated in the Schmidts’handsome buggy,
heading out of the small town. o

NO one spoke. Carlo fidgeted nervously in his
seat. Finally Mrs. Schmidt smiled and asked, “Are

you hungry, Karl?”
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“No, ma'am. I'm fine, ma'am,” Carlo answered,
but his rumbling stomach betrayed him. “Yes,
ma’am. | am hungry,” he finally admitted.

When the buggy turned into a narrow lane
Carlo stared atthe neat, two-story white house, and
the tall, red barn, o

We're home,”was all Mr, Schmidt said.

Once inside the comfortable house, Carlo could
see everythingwas prepared for his arrival. The table
was set and wonderful aromas drifted from the
kitchen. His eyes widened when he saw all the food.
He bent over the table and began devouring the
roasted chicken, mashed potatoes, and
green_beansdrlppmgwnhbutterthatMr.

chmidt had hea%e on his plate. Carlo
looked up when he heard Mr. Schmidt
clear his throat, He glared at Carlo, and
Mrs. Schmidt shook her head,

“There is plenty offood, Karl,” Mrs.
Schmidt said. Was it disqust or pity Carlo
detected in her voice? “Sit uH and enjoy
your meal—after we return tnanks.”

After supper, Carlo’s eyes grew
heavy. Mrs. Schmidt guided him toward
his newbedroom atthe head ofthe stars,

“Gute nacht, Karl,” she said. “Sleep well.”

Carlo snuggled under awarm gullt.
He was almost asleep when he heard the
Schmidts talking. Mr. Schmidt re-
marked, “He'll never make a farm hand...too
skinny...weak as akitten!” Mrs. Schmidt’s softvoice

was harder to hear above the clattering sounds com-

ing from the kitchen below, “...the boy... 10years old?

Looks to be onIIy...” -
“We should have gotten to the train station

earlier,” muttered Mr. Schmidt as he climbed the
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stairs. “Perhaps we could have gotten agood, strong
German boy...” _ _

~ Tearswelled up in Carlo’s eyes as he silently
cried himself to sleep. _

After breakfast the next morning, Carlo gota
tour of the farm with a friendly collie close behind.
Inagruffvoice, Mr. Schmidt exRIamed the chores
Carlowould be expected to do. The under-sized ci
boy was overwhelmed. There was so much to learn!

Nevertheless, day after day Carlo didlearm: how
to feed the chickens, slopthe hags, gather fresh eggs,
carry water infromthe well, chop wood for the stove,

hoe the garden, and even milk the Holstein cows, his
small hands achlng as the pail slowlyfilled.
Carlo filled out, too. Eating Mrs. Schmidt’s
wholesome meals and working hard gave Carlo new
strength. At noon each day Carlo rode Star, the
Schmidts’ saddle horse, 0 the field where Mr.
Schmidt hoed weeds that sprang up between the



cornstalks. Sometimes Carlo helped inthe field, his  Mr. Schmidt screamed and writhed in pain, but
hands growing callused from the work. Carlo managed to hold him as Dr. Black tied a splint
Not once did Mr. Schmidt praise the boy’s ef- in place. _ _ _
forts; on the other hand, he never scolded him,in -~ Mrs. Schmidt appeared in the doorway with a
sspne of the many mistakes Carlo made. Mrs. basin ofwater, towels, and a clean nightshirtfor her
chmidt, like her husband, seldom spoke. But she  hushand, who was still caked with mud from the
often rewarded him with fresh-baked goodies from ﬁen. "Il take over now,” she said through her tears,
her kitchen. _ uggquarIou htly. We're so proud ofyou, Karl.”
One morning, Carlo followed Mr. Schmidt to Later, Mr. Schimidt called to his yo_un% farm
check on a sow and her new litter of piglets. “Wait hand. “I misjudged you, Karl,” Mr. Schmidt eglan.
here,” Mr. Schmidt said as he slipped (imetlymtothe ‘Youworkvep/ ard, and now you've saved my life.
pen. Suddenly, the?lantsowlungieda Mr. Schmidt, In German, Karl’means man orfarmer. You have
Pmnmg him againstthe gate. Hisleg snapped. When  proven thatyou are aman who can work beside me
he sow retrgated, Mr. Schmidt slumped to the on this farm. Ifyou will have me as a father, | will
ground, %aspm with pain. Carlo pushed the c};_ate welcome you as my son.” He paused, then asked,
open gﬁa bed Mr. Schmidt’sarms, and ﬁulled.At irst  “How dogs the name Karl Schmidt sound to you?
r. Schmidt didnt budge. Butwhen the sow W
Iun?ed toward the injured farmer again,
Carlo pulled with all his might and slammed
the gate shut against the angry sow.
Carlo’s lungs felt like they’d burst as
he ran to the house forhelp. Mis, Schmidt,
who'd seen the commotion from the
kitchen window, ran to meet Carlo in the
yard. “Ride into town, Karl!” she shouted.
Get Dr. Black! Hurry!” _
Carlo and Star flew along the dirt
road into town. Inrecord time Dr. Black,
driving his sleek, shm% bu%gy, was atthe
farm. He and Carlo half dragged, half
carried the unconscious Mr. Schmidt
into the house. “Hold him down, Carlo,”
Dr. Black instructed. “Hellikely come
to when | set the leg.”
Dr. Black jerked the broken leg
to get the hone back into position.
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HISTORY MAKERY:

An Orphan Train brought Gabrielle Russon’s great-great-
grandmother west from New York. Then, almost a century later,
Orphan Trains took Gabrielle east— to National History Day

competition in Washington, D.C.
By Gabrielle Russon

rour years ago, | had never heard the name
“Mabel Newby.” Little did | know that she was m
great-great-grandmother. | acc!dentallr stumble
across my ancestor’s name while involved in my
H|stor?]/ ay project, _ _

| had 1o idéawhat topic | was going to choose
when my sixth qr_ade teacher at Alan Shepard Ele-
mentary School in Lon(t;_G_rove,.Iowa, announced
that our class would participate in the annual
History Day competition. | was |_mmed|at_eI?/ over-
whelmed by all the different topics associated with
the 1997 theme, Triumph and_Tragiedan History.”
Lookm% at alist of potential '[OFICS, decided that
orPhan rains sounded interesting. Using the
Internet, I found several websites that %ave me a
basic understanding ofprﬁhan trains. [tturns out
that the information which | found so intriguing led
me to amemberofmyfamn?i. _

| learned that Charles Loring Brace developed
a s¥st_em to send orphaned and abandoned children
by train to new homes in the west. My %rand-
mother, Wanda Whitsitt, was surprised that | had
chosen orphan trains as the topic of my research

aper for H|stor¥ Day She told me that Mabel
ewby, my great-great-grandmother, had ridden an

orphan train. My E_Uandma told me that life was
ditficult for Mabel's mother, so she took her two
young daughters to Brace’s Children’s Aid Society.
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Mabel, who was

sixyears old at the

time, faithfully followed her _

older sister on the orphan train. AIonq with many
other children, theY stopped at several rural towns
to be inspected by the commur_ntY for adoption.
Mabel’s sister was one ofthe first children to be
chosen. The heartbroken six-year-old was horrified
to be separated from her sister. She cried hysteri-
cally for the rest ofthe journey, still in shock that
she'had losther entire Tamily'in a matter of days. At
the last stop before the train‘returned to New York,
Mabel was chosen. Her new home was not a happy
environment and she cried constantly. Mabel’s new
mother grew frustrated and sent her back to The
Children’s Aid Society. Finally, Mabel was placed in
ahappy home. She eventually learned to call her
new guardlans Mom and Dad. As an adult, Mabel
NewDy was able to reunite with her long-lost sister.
The orphan train saved her from a life of poverty in
NewYork. _

After learning this information from my
grandma, | suddenly realized how close my
connections to history actually are! It amazed me
that one of my own kin had been involved in such
an important part of United States history. Mabel
inspired me to work even harder on my fesearch



Through her
History Day
project,
Gabrielle
Russon
discovered an
orphan train
rider with a
family

connection.

paper. After 2\ months of intense research, | had
over 60 sources and was rea,d>( for competition.
Looking back on my History Day experience

(I'm now a freshman in high school), 1 realize
how fortunate 1 was to learn so much about my
roots. All the hard work and effort | put into my
Paperwas rewarded. | won my division in the
owa History Day contest and earned the chance
to compete at National History Day in Washing-
ton, D.C. The tr;P to Washington was awesome; |
made friends with many of thie other History Day
participants from lowaand had_an opporturiity t0
see all the famous monuments in our capital.
was, in sixth grade at the time, and | competed
a([]amst 89 other students, some several years
ofder. | was ecstatic when I won fifth place and
;%roudly have my certificate in my photo album.

he most memorable thing | learned from His-
tory Day is how important hlsto,rY really is.
Becausé of history, | learned a ittle bit more
about myself and'my ancestors, and | had a great
time doing t, too!

WHAT 1t HI/TOBY DAY?

HOW CAN you PARTICIPATE?

National History Day is a fun and
exciting way to learn about history.
Students research a topic of their
choice related to the annual theme
then create performances, exhibits’
documentaries, or papers related to
hat subject. Students in grades 6-12
can participate in the competitive
series of district, state, and national
events. Younger students may

Y BB sion VB T rgpetitive
information, contact the state office at
(515) 281-6860 or visit:

|www.HationalHistoryDay.org |

Think there might be an orphan

train rider hiding in the branches of

your family tree? Madonna Harms of the
lowa Orphan Train Research Center can help
you find out! Send her as many details as
you can about the person you’re
investigating— relationship, date and place of
birth, birth name, date of trip, name after
joining a new family... You can reach Harms
at 401 Broad Street, Rolfe, IA 50581-1101
or by e-mail: wmmharms@ncn.net.
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Gilbert Eadie rode an orphan train in 1913. He
didn’t keep a journal to record details of his
childhood, but decades later, while correspond-
ing with author Annette Riley Fry, Eadie finally
wrote of his experiences. Here are a few ex-
cerpts from letters he wrote from December
1971 through January 1972.

Myfather, John Eadie, was horn in Qbesgow, Scotland,
in 1856. Around1880, with w00 fhis brothers, Wit

andHugh, they came to America tofin d worE. 'As they
Were stone cutters bY trade, they heardthat there was a
city where they coutdfindplenty ofwor

Myfather marriedAdeCea %d(y around1887.1 was

bOm...9 pV- 1211902 Mg mOther_d|9d InJUQ/ 1911 Gilbert Eadie described hearing about children who were
and {n a]trﬁe rdln lcl\pr._191 - é_lfe in those dgys |hn the brough o the opera house in Waukon, ined up, and
Clty Was ar ' ySISterS a toworlmy rot er pickea out by _elr prc_)s_pe_c Ive parents. alter an )
John was 41/2 i older andhe strippedout in the Kell b e SranoeENtS 10 tAke s, | noar later
W0r|df0r h|mse f that they only wanted one boy but Walter and | were not

to be separated,” Eadie wrote.

JinaCly my sisters were to be married...so [younger _ _
brother] Waiter and | [were] placedat the Brace 2arm  boys. | thinfwe shouldfind agoodhomefor them out
Schoolat Yalhalla, Eif)r | [ovedit there, Hest.”

Mr. Brace would come outfrom the city every Saturday. — Wefirst stoppedat Morthwood, IA., overnight at a
We wouldbo?in thegym; then ashower andachange  hoteC. Miss Comstocl* had some other boys to place
ofclothes. Thenwe wouldgo over to one ofthe other  nearhy. Waiterand | were to be tal"en to Preston,
cottages and he wouldplay the piano andsing andthen  Kansas. | was 10...

pass out his candly treat.

One day...| overheardsome men taking. | stoppedwhen |
coubahear someone say: “The Eadie boys areprettygood
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Eadie described the summer he and Walter,
who were kept together, spent on the farm of
Mr. and Mrs. William Wright in Kansas. They

Poster: Courtesy The Waukon S tandard



helped herd cows on a farm Gilbert described
as “not too productive.”

p.he Wrights] miC'edsicor seven cows andwouCd
churn tfie cream into Sutter... We coufdnotwaitfor
Saturday to come. We wouCdhitch the team to the two-
seatedsurry andstart out eQfor the county seat of
Pratt where they wou[dceCiver the butter to their

reguCar customers.d..

The Wrights sold their farm at the end of that
summer and moved back to Pennsylvania. They
did not take Gilbert and Walter with them.

50 in 1914 Miss Comstocl"came and toof*WaCterand |
onourjourney to lowa. Westayedover nightatahotei
in Waul(on.... As aCways lg ot train sicliess, so that
night Miss Comstoc“g{;)vt one ofthe Soys thatshe had
placedin ahome near Wau'on theyear before to stay
with me whibe she and Walter went to a movie,

The ne?(t day was the trip to the KeQ3farm. At this
time | began tofeet Grea maveric’caCf Yot lqwwing
who to iove or to turn to or to c@3Mom and tDad.

Dan KeQ0yand hissister Nettie who i"ept housefor him
Were both unmarried. WaCter and I was not adopted.
‘Their mother as we came to @CCQrandma stayed with
them. She toCdus to c@XCthem UncCe Than andAunt
ett... UncCe Dan..was very(!oartlcular and | inherited
that quaCity. ACso to wor"and save.

Many times | had to stay homefrom schooCand heCp
2vith thefarm worf'[an éto crant™ the oCdltime wooden
washing machine. I wouCalgo to schooCeven after |

passedthe 8th%rade eans, mostCy in the zvintertime....
| mverygCadthat | /S%pt oing to <hooC [Dunn?] my
Cagtterm inApriC, 1918, the teacher...ast"edme |
wouCdwrite an essay on “ICow thefarmer SO%/ canhep
o zvin the War,”WeCCto my surprise | was the unnner
and Igrot a 10 day trip aCCexpensespaid to the lowa
State fair at Des Moines la. Quite a thriCClora 15-
year-0Cd Canto rick the train aConefor225 mCes. Made
UnoCe T>anvery proudof me andhe wouCd teCCaveryone
| was his hoy.

Walter Eadie died in 1937. “At last we were to
be separated, but only by the will of God.”
Gilbert inherited Dan Kelly's farm when “Uncle
Dan” died in 1944. At the time Eadie wrote
these letters, he’d lived on that farm for 58
years. “l kind of like to relax and look back and
also somewhat ahead and feel rewarded with
life. 1 have no regrets on being sent out West,”
he concluded.

Ask yourself:

O Think about the three train trips Gilbert Eadie
described (from New York to Kansas, from
Kansas to lowa, and from home to the lowa
State Fair). How do you think he felt on each of
the three trips? Similarities? Differences?

© Gilbert and Walter weren’t separated, even
though Mr. Kelly wanted to take only one boy. Do
you think Miss Comstock influenced Mr. Kelly’s
decision? How did she help comfort the boys
during difficult times?
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New Yorkwas notthe only state that had destitute
or orphaned children. lowa also had its own chil-
dren in need of homes. o
Inthe 19th century, wars, mass migration, eco-
nomic depressions, epidemics, and the Industrial
Revolution caused the number of orphaned or des-
titute children torise. Peple migrating to lowaand
other Midwestern states inthe T9th century left ex-
tended family behind. This meant there was no one
to take care of children in their new home if one or
both parents became ill or died. o
others who could not support their children
alone after their husbands died often gave_custody of
their childrento an orphanage or asylim. Sometimes,
one or hoth parents were tnfit to Care for children.

These children, too, would be sentto orphana%es op- 1900

erated by churches and charities. Governmentassis-
tance programs did not existinthe 19th century
oof, neglected, and orphaned childrén in
lowa lived at “door farms,” or “almshouses,” in the
mid-1800s. People of all ages lived inalmshouses, a
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This photo of children on the
playground appeared in the annual
report of the lowa Soldiers’
Orphans’ Home, June 30, 1897.

SHSI (lowa C

carryover of Old English law. Chil-

dren were treated the same as

adults. They often lived in over-

crowged conditions and were ex-

F_osed to contagiqus diseases. They

ived with criminals, alcoholics,

prostitytes, and. people who were

mentally 1ll. Children as young as

12 who"were convicted Of crifmes

were sometimes put in the state penitentiary along
with adults. , T

Eventually, new solutions were tried which

offered childrén more Rrotectlon. Indenture [aWs

were Pas_sed in 1851 in hopes of reducing the num-

ber of children inpoor farms while teaching them a

tracle. Boys were contracted out until age'21, and

girls untif they married or reached age I8,

. Bythe niid 19th centu% Special asylums were
built for children who were biind or deafand whose
families could not care for them. This removed them
from poor houses, _ ,

erman-Lutherans built an orphanage in An-
drew, lowa, in 1864. Called An Asylum for Orphaned
and Destitute Children, itwas moved to Waverly in

Life at an orphanage was not easy. Kids often
sI_elot three or four to a straw-stuffed bunk. Boys and
girls lived in separate quarters and had structured
routines, Boys worked inthe fields and tended ani-
mals after school and on weekends. They also

ity)



chopped wood. Older boys had ni%ht duty guard-
ing against fires. Girls cleaned the buildings,
cooked, sewed, gardened, and did laundry before
and after school.” _
ManWowa children became orphans during
the Civil War. Annie Turner Wlttenm¥er, from
Keokuk, helped injured soldiers on the Tront line.
Sometimes dylr%_soldwrs asked her to look after
their children. Wittenmyer collected funds from
sympathetic lowans and, In 1864, oBened ahomein
armington for children orphaned by the Civil War,
Soon the home became overcrowded. In 1865, an
old arm?/ barracks in DavenEort was chosen as the
site for the new home. The Farmington home was
closed, and the children were transferred to the
lowa Soldiers’ Orphans’Home in Davenport.
Other soldiers’ orphans” homes sprang up in
Cedar Falls and Glenwood, lowa. But, by 1876, these
homes were closed and the orphans transferred to
Davenport. Fewer kids were becoming orphans be-
cause of war, and attitudes changed regarding how

Home in Waverly. It was constructed in 1900 to
replace the orphanage in Andrew, lowa.

bestto care foror-
Phaned_ and desti-
ute children,

The Critten-
ton Home in Sioux
City and the Hill-
crest Baby Fold in
Dubuque were
founded in 18%to
address the prob-
|lem ofchildren be-
ing bornto unmar-
ried parents.

_“Both had
residential facili- g

ties to house pregnant women, medical facilities,

and a nursery,” said Nancylee Ziese, who served as

coordinator of adoption at Hillcrest Family Services

in Dubuque. “The two facilities Frew out of the

changln? attitude that the best place for children

was in afoster home or permanent ad_oPtlon,”Zlese
explained. “Research was showing infants needed
to have a parental bond soon after birth.”

By 1965, foster care was seen as the hest
way to offer children stability. Many orphar]q?es
were converted to residential treatment facilities
fortroubled children. Today, places like the Annie
Wittenmyer Home in Davénport, now called The
Wittenmyer Youth Center, care for children with
behavior disorders. Others, such as Glenwood
State Hospital School, care for children with men-

tal and physical handicaps.
There are no orphanages in
lowa today, (yfc

— By Susanne Leibold
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This building housed
the Evangelical
Lutheran Orphan’s

Two girls, Katie and Mary, at an
orphanage in Dubuque in 1870.
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This portrait of Ira and his family was
taken in 1923. “Dad always felt as
though something was missing in his
life,” said his daughter, Verlene
McOllough of Clarion. “His experi-
ences helped me appreciate my own
children and inspired me to make our
home the best, safest place I could.”

WRITTEN B VERLENE McOLLOUGH



How Should We View

the Orphan Train
Movement?

By Katherine House

Many people who read about orphan trains today are-
shocked that children were removed from everything that
was familiar to them and sent to live with total strangers.
St to understand the orphan train movement, we must study
the era in which it occurred. At the time, welfare and other
services for the poor were very limited.

The concept of foster parents— people who agreed to
raise someone else's children— was virtually unknown, before
the orphan train movement, parents who could not afford to
raise their children often indentured them to someone else to
work and learn atrade in exchange for room and board. 55t
the indenture system wes nearly eliminated in some areas when
immigrants agreed to work under poor conditions for little pay.

Victor Femer, archivist for line children's Aid ‘Society
in New York, says the movement "took children from
impossible circumstances— great poverty, abuse, delin-
guency— kidsjust managing to stay alive." For most of
them, their new home was a "great experience,” he says.

"The orphan trains were needed at the time they
happened,” according to P. fSruce Ayler, son of an orphan
train rider. "They were not the best answer, but they were
the first attempts at finding a practical system...The trains

Photo: SHSI (lowa City)

gave the children a fighting chance to grow up."

Today, child psychologists and social workers under-
stand how traumatic it is to separate children from parents
and siblings. They work hard to keep children with birth
parents or siblings, or at least with local foster parents. Adfer
explains, "Would the riders prefer to go back to the old
system? No! They realise that the new system is not perfect—
that it needs fixing— but it is better than breaking up families."

6ach generation tries to solve the problems of
orphaned and neglected children the best they can.
Unfortunately, some children today face the same problems
as the orphan train riders. Abandoned babies and homeless
families need help. Parents addicted to drugs and alcohol
are unable to care for children. This means social workers,
politicians and others are trying to answer some of the
same questions Charles Loring £5race and Hth-century
Americans faced: When and why should a child be removed
from a birth parent? How should foster parents be se-
lected? Should adopted children be given information
about their birth families? If so, when?

There are no easy answers.
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