
DO YOU KNOW about the ORPHAN TRliTl\rS? Are you aware that some 

100,000 children, an estimated number, were sent to the mid-West 

by train and taken into homes in this area? Because these trains 

contained cars filled with these abandoned children the trains 

carne to be known a3 ORPIUW TRAII?S, or even BABY TRAINS. These 

children were sor~~etimes adopted legally, others were simply 

absorbed into the pnpulation and no record of their presence is 

to be found. 

For those of us tracing family trees in these pa,rts,a,re we not apt 

to find a forebear among these orphans? Though one of these children 

grew to maturity, married, had a family, ard so on, we may not be 

able to find his birthplace. His certificate of birth would not 

appear in the Vital records here in the mid-West. What then? 

Although thousands of thesenames have been lost to posterity, 

Eloise Thomsen of the Greater' Omaha Genealogical Society, is at 

present preparing a register of names of these orphans. This list 

will be filed for reference with the Nebraska Historical Library. 

It should be helpful to someone who happens to reach a standstill 

in his tracing because of this particular situation. If your 

forebear appears on this listing you will know the reason for 

the missing birth record. The orphan possibly could receive 

information from the foundling home in New York; it is doubtful 

that a searcher would have any success. 

If you are one of these orphans, if you have a relative, now 

deceased, who was one of these orphans, or, if you have a friend 

or neighbor who came west on the ORPIUN TMUIINS, plea-se contact: 

ORPHAN 1IEG.ISTER 
Eloise Thornsen (Mrs. Armarld) 
5843 Grant Street 
Omaha, Ne 681 04 



TO TIIX WXST 
- -9 lo ine  Ihomsen 

And s t i l l  they  come,,.on t h e s e  
R o l l i n g ,  r o l l i n g  tr:$.ins heading  wes t  

Stranded c h i l d r e n  
Lonesome c h i l d r e n  c u r e l y  b l e s t  

To be on t h i s  t r . . ~ i n ,  head ing  w e s t !  
Sound no bz1.1, 

<" . . ~ .. .I .- - . .?" : - d.3 - 
i > O U I I l I  IIU V 1 : l l i j  4J.e 

Soon enough t h e y  r,cattc.r 
As down from a t h i s t l e ,  

Yo t h e  : ' l ~ s t !  

Th i s  p r o j c c t  t ook  form 
i n  1977, t h e  i d e a  evo lv ing  
f rorn t h e  q u e s t i o n s ,  ff:ihure 
t o  I t u r n  i n  t h e  even t  
t h a t  I f i n d  one of  t h e  
orphans who came from i;?w York 
g r a f t e d  onto  my f a m i l y  t r e e ?  
Is t h e r e  a. l i s t i n g  of' t h e  ch:i.ldre;.j 
i n  t h e  S t a t e  Archives? :j?~ould a ' 
l is . t j .ag of  t h e s e  c h i l d r e n  be 
~nade t h s t  would be bc lp f ' u l  t o  
farni ly  t r a c e r s ? "  Prom the 
answers  came t h e  "n{;w ,irovithf' > 

known as t;he OiG'Iilifi .{.,:iT,5Y.'Jl<. 

With a few q u e r i e s  p l aced  i n  newspapers,  t h e  e a r l 7  response  w3.s 
r a t h e r  slow, y e t  as t ime vlenl; on ,  more people  becarne a,lirare of' tkle 
mig ra t ion .  'J'he nove l ,  "0rpha.n 'fraj.nit wa.s publ.ished by 2o ro thca  
P e t r i e ,  and t h e  p r o j e c t  as a whole (;athered ~flornentu~n. There i:; 
genu.irle i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  Itin-ea-thei!j.ngft of as many names as pc::;::ibl.e, 
t h e  l i s t i n g  t o  be f i l e d  w i t h  t b e  S1;ate F I i s t o r i c a l  L ib ra ry .  It i s  
e n t i r e l y  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  t h i s  t ype  of l i s t i n g  h a s  a l r e a d y  been Gone, 
b u t  t o  da- te ,  n o t  one ha3  been uncovt.red. 

The IUGI!;T>;R does  n o t  t r a c e  t h e  l i n e a g e  o f  t h e  orphan..  .if a 
t r a c e r  f i n d s  t h e  name he i s  s e a r c h i n g  on t h e  r e g i s t e s ,  he knovz 
t h e  r eason  f o r  t h e  d i f f i c u - l t y  i n  1-ocat ing r e c o r d s ,  

A t  f i r s t ,  t h e  i?ZGTS!P9R d i d  n o t  encovrage a.ny f u r t h e r  s e a r c h  b ~ t  a 
few re sponses  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  a t r a c e r  --- can f i n d  t h e  i:r.mj.grant a : : .coStor .  
and would encourage o t h e r s  t o  t r y .  I n  c e r t a i n  c a s e s  t h a t  can be 
done, bu.L fro111 t h e  est :~mntes  made a t  t h i s  w r i t i n g ,  tile a,verage of  
success  runs  vary low. About one o u t  o f  t e n  of  t h o s e  rospond-i.ng 
do no t  know t h e  o r i g i n a l  surname, having  been t aken  i n t o  a hone i n  
t h e  v.~est  a t  an e a r l y  age.  dany t imes  t h e  c h i l d  was n o t  1egal.l.y 
adopted.  There were sevr:ral  orpharia.ges t h a t  s e n t  c h i l d r e n  t o  t h e  
West. The Chil .drents  Aid S o c i e t y  began t h e  Drogram. Vhen t h e  
ca thol . ics  rtecided t h n t  ca . tho l ic  cl?i.ldren shcu ld  n o t  go t o  p r o t e s - t -  
a n t  homes, t h e  !<ew York Foundl ing i !osp i ta l  began t 'neir  p l a n  of 
f i r s t  f indj .ng a home f o r  t h e  chil.d, t hen  sending  t h e  c h i l d  ofi the 
t r a i n ,  The g r a a t c r  number were s e n t  ou t  w i t h  a g e n t s ,  hoping t o  
f i n d  a p a r e n t  w i l l i n g  t o  .bake a c h i l d  o r  two when t h e  c h i l d r e n  
were unloaded at t h e  r a i l w a y  s t a t i o n .  



Very 1 i t . t l . e  h a s  bcen pub l i shed  rega.r.<ing t h i s  m i g r a t i o n  o f  
chil .dren--perhaps some p u b l i c a t i o n s  have been l o s t  j u s t  as 
many 01 t h e s e  ch i l r i ren ,  arid r e c o r d s ,  ha.ve been 10s-t; i n  t h e  
s h u f f l e .  One p r i n t e d  s r t i c l e  found t o  be h e l p f u l  was 
w r i t t e n  by A ~ n c t t e  I?ry i n  t h e  toAmerican l l c r i t a g e  Ragazinet1,  
December, 1974. If you know o f  a p u b l i c a - t i o n  concern ing  
t h e  Orphan T r a i n s ,  p l e a s e  a d v i s e  t h e  I<EGIZTl~R. 

A t  p r e s e n t ,  t h e  X:2GI2l.:f1 c o n t i n u e s  t o  r eco rd  responr;es 
from any :;tal;e, holilcvc:r, .the one man, one-ansis-l;ant 
o p e r a t i o n  T e e l o  t;~:.;'t i t  should be d.one by s t a t e s .  I:c?rhaps 
t h a t  can he accorn;~l.i;.i,ed l a t e r .  ihriy of  t h e  orphans 
respcnd. pc:rsonal.ly, a1t):ougthe numbr:r:; o f  l i v i n g  orphans 
a r e  f a s t  d imin i sh ing .  l lovevcr,  descenda :~ t s  have been v e r y  
\vil l . ing ,to supp1.y informati .on t;:ey happen t o  have coricern- 
i n g  t h e i r  orphan. 

If  you know abou t  even - one of t h e s e  orphans who came wes t  
by. t r a i n  frola :,lcw York C i t y ,  o r  Boston, be-tween 1867 and 1329, 
p l e a s e  con tax t :  

ORIJIUii.i itis;GI STER 
E l o i s e  lhomsen 
5845 Grant S t r e e t  
Omaha, lie 681 04. 

Nember: 
G r e a t e r  Omaha Genealogy Soc ie ty  
Box 401 1 
Omaha, I.Ie 601 04 



Chac2.c~ Lor ing Brace,  
TIiE i)!iliG;~~I(OUS CLASS.SS OF 11!<\I YOIX (1 880) 

There seerfled t o  be a s o c i e t y  of  i r r ec l a i r f l ab le  l i t t l e  vagabonds. 
They ha-Led schoo l  k/.i.th a n  inexkj.nguish.abl.e h a t r e d ;  t h e y  had a 
conotitutj .ona1. I.ove I 'or srna.shing windolris and pil.ferj.ng app le -  
s tando.  They could dodge a n  "M.J ' . "  as a f ox  dodges a hound; 
they  d i s l i k e d  any th ing  s o  c i v i l i z e d  as a bed-chanber, b u t  pre-  
i e r r e t l  o l d  boxes a n d  empy ba.rn.8, and wh.en they  were caught  i t  
r e q u i r e d  a ve ry  wide-awake policeman, and such a n  iisylum-yard 
as h a r d l y  e x i s t s  i n  ilew York, t o  keep them. 

I have sometimes s topged ,  admi r ing ly ,  t o  wa,tch t h e  s k i l l  and 
cunning w i t h  which t h e  l i t t l e  r a s c a l s ,  some n o t  more t h a n  Len 
y e a r s  o l d ,  wo. l d  dirnini:;h a l o a d  o:C wood l e f t  on the  tiocks; 
t h e  s.ticl:s w::re ?asnc:j. f r o n  one t o  LinoLlier, and t h e  l a d  n e a r e s t  
t h e  p i l e  was a p p a r e n t l y  engaged e a g e r l y  i n  p l a y i n g  marbles.  
I.? t h e  v/oocimanls a t t e n t i o n  was c a l l e d  -to h i s  l o s s ,  -they were 
o f f  l i k e  a swarm of coclcroaches.. . . 

Jacob Iliis o f  I:ew York wrote  maxy - i ; r ea t i s e s  r e g a r d i n g  t h e  p l i g h t  
of t h e s e  you.ngsters,  and urged t h a t  something be done t o  remedy 
t h e  s i t u a t i o n .  

Theodore Roosevel t  was a f i r m  b e l i e v e r  t h a t  t h e s e  f a m i l i e s  
should n o t  be broken up,  and d i d  a g r e a t  dea,l t o  keep f a m i l i e s  
i n t a c t ,  encou-raging h e l p  w i t h i n  t h e  c i t y  ofNew York. 



Reply t o :  
E l o i s e  'Phomsen (~ilrs.  1irrnan.d) 
5843 Grant S t r e e t  
Omaha, Ne 68104 

, an orphan,  a r r i m d  i n  ( s t a t e )  from - 
Hew York C i t y  ( o r  ~ o s t b m  passenge r  
on one of t h e  "Orphan Tra ins ."  

Date of b i r t h  B i r t h p l a c e ,  i f  known 

Date, o r  y e a r ,  a r r i v e d  by t r a i n  - 
Name of P o s t e r  pa.rent 

Address of F o s t e r  p a r e n t  -- 

This orphan was adopted? y e s  ~ T O  

If therewere b r o t h e r s  a-nd s i s t e r s ( i f  knovrn) who ca-me on t h e  tra.ii.ls, 
p l e a s e  li:;t t h e i r  names, p l u s  the f a m i l i e s  who took  them i n , . ,  

The above orphan marr ied:  , from 

Dal,e of t h i s  marr iage :  --- Where marr ied  

P l e a s e  l i s t  c h i l d r n  of  t h i s  marr iage  : 

- --- - born ( d a t e )  Where 

-- -- born ( d a t e )  Where - - 

Occupation of  orphan: 

Genera,L Informat ion:  
P l ease  add any o t h e r  p e r t i n e n t ,  o r  i n t e r e s t i n g  in fo rma t ion ,  
If i t  is  e a s i e r  t o  w r i t e  a 1-e t te r , .  p l e a s e  f e e l  f r e e  t o  do .to. 
Do you know a n o t h e r  orphan, o r  two? 

Orphanf s S i g n a t u r e  

o r ,  person sending  t h i s  i n f o ~ n i a t i o n  
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Orphan li-ain Carried 
200 From New 'fork . 

' ,." . .. , **,. ,,,f 
/" t< 
#.. 

Cllarles Dcermer still keeps t l ~ e  children even wore new 
the  sniall red coat and cap he  clothing. 
wore one c ~ ~ l d  Novcmbcr vicek Another child on thc  train 
in 1912 bvhcn he  was placcd on was Mary Kmmer Tenopir, 2. 
an orphan train carrying or- whose  f i rs t  word t o  h e r  
p l ~ a ~ l c d  cllildien to new I I O I I I ~ S .  ad11[1tivc motller. Mrs. Mary 

I)ccrn~cr. 69, doesn't rcmcm- Kramer, was. "New Shocs." 
ber any part of tlic trip. He was Shc was weitring a new pair. 
]'/I years old at that t i n~e .  Nor D e e r n ~ e r  s a id  the t ra in  ;~ 

(lots Ilr r c n ~ r n l t ~ r r  his ]if(: at zisaiigged through parts of [ 
t l ~ t  Nov York k ' o u ~ ~ d l i ~ ~ ~  I ~ C ) I I I C  l o ~ a .  Illinois. Minnesota, Soutl~ ; 
i l l  Nvx. York City w l ~ r r r  lie was Dakota, N ~ r t l l  Dakota. Misr- ; 

sent sl~ortly aftcr his bil-th. ouri. Kansas, Colorado and ! 

Itecords show his father was Nebraska  w h e r e  t l ie  smal l  ! 
accidently killctl just prior to !>is cllildrc~l werc placed viiththcir ' 
birth and his n ~ o t l ~ c r  was not oc\'~11arents. 
able to care for Iiinl. She did H e  sa id  t h e  t r a in  a ls  
visit the hoi l~e  for six nlontlis brought chi1d1.cn to the Scger, 
but became i l l  and it is Gartncr, Uabl and Gallagher 
assumcd shc  dicd,  h c  :;aid. fxrnilics in Atkinson and the  

Dccrn~er ,  n rctircd Atkinso11 Kran~rl-. Li~iblr. Hamik and 
bu.sincssn~st~, said thc fondling l'irnlncrnlan llomcs in Stuart. 
I~omc's policy was to keep the  He said altllough most of the 
children one year, followirlg c h i l d r c ~ ~  on the  train wcr 
dcse~l ion,  before putting them under two years, some werc 
up for adoption. older. "In some cases these  

l i e  said his trip on the  cllildrcn couldn't adapt to their A 
orpl~an train was not tlle trip new life and t l ~ e y  ran away 
described in the popular book. from h o n ~ c  looking for their real 
"Orphan Train" by Omalla parents," he  said. 
native, Dortbea G. Pctrie, w l ~ o  Life in Stuart, with his 
wrote about unfavorable coodi- parctlts. Deermcr said, "could 
lions the chiltlrc~l werc subjcc- ncvcr have been better. That's 
led to rloriltg the long train a.lly I \rouid nrver hsvr hurt 

. r i d e . S l ~ e  also said thcrc were tllcnr by trying to find out abqut 
n o  Ilonlrs \\;~itio& for tlrc rlly real parctlts." 

orplians. 'I'l~r forrncr produce man end 
WIICII t h e  t ra in  ca r ry ing  f a r n ~ c r  said he  must have 

1)cermcr ant1 200 other small brought  good luck to  h is  
c11ild1.cn left New York tllerc adopted parents. "Before I 
\<,:IS a hotnc wailing for cach of came tllcy were cl~ildlcss hut 
thenr. Deermcr said tlre nun]. aficr they adoptcd m e  they had 
bcr ttvcnty two, \\,as pinned to six cllildrcn." IIC laughed. 
his coat throughout the trip and 1)ccrmcr a r ~ d  his wife, Kath- 
u ~ h r n  the train stopped at ryn. are the  parents of six 
Stuart his nulnbcr was nlatcllctl childrcn: Richard. Atkinson's 
wit11 the nurnbcr of Iris new .m;~yoi; Mrs. Ilob (Marian) 

. . parents. Mr. and Mrs. Carl Cook. Newport; Larry, a t  home; 
l r r ~ ~ i r .  I i r  ~ ~ r l r r  I d  I(onald, serving with the armed 
been scnt to tltenl by tlre forces in Gcrnlany; Mrs. .lac 
Roman C:~tholic Ordcr of the (Linda) Baker. Chambers; and ~ ' 

Sisters of Cll;~rity St. Vincrrlt Juannc, deccnscd. 
Dc l'attl which a c r c  in c11arg;c Scvcral svceks ago a reunion 
of I N k I ~ ~ n l I i  of fl1111 of (lit children on that 
I I I I  I I ~ I I I C I  I r l  o r j~han train was held at  t l ~ c  
I U ; I I I I .  Joe Krarncr I~ome  in Stuart. 

I l l c  orphans svcrc acrolnpan. 
iccl on Illr tril, try scvi~r:~I , I I I I I IS .  

Thcy Wcru givrll plrnly to cat 
:kt111 r.srl~ l~itd it I I ;  

i c l r~ l l~ i t~g .  Ll r r r~nrr  mid sulnc of 



Atlantic, lnrsa (AP) - On a sunirnPr 
day iin 1904, a grotrp of childrcn stepped off 
Ibe trail1 at a towti in ivcstern Iowa. M::ny 
were raised either as ildopted or foster 
children. 

'Ill? r sturil:sar211:tr1 ~.Iclncof l l ic Ici1\1. 
kt~o,:n cpi~.rl l .s ir. AII~C~~I.~II 111sI0ry -- t h ~  
"orpl~antrains." 

h younl: t11eolof:ian n;imed Cbarles 
Bract? in I850 founclcd the Cliildrcn's Aid 
Society, vi l~ich hel1)schildrenevcn loday. 

The society conceived the idea of 
"orphan trains" lo  carry thcsc children 
out of New York City to snlall t ow~ i r  and 
farms. 

By Boxcar 
'llie first train carried the childrcn by 

boxcar as far as Micl~ican. In  later vcitrs. 
trains cinie into lllirGis, Ohio, 11i;liana; 
I\'ehr;~skaand  low;^. 

Many children c tmc  to Iowa bclwceri 
1WJand 119!.!4, followin{: the money psni-of 
I klXi .",,". 

Maggic Jarllcs is tiow 80 years old. I lo t  
she ~?nrctntx!rs the {r ip t h : ~  brought her 
a i d  livosistcrs toCris\vold it1 1!104, and licr 
daysinacounlty s c l i o ~ ~ l ~ i c ; ~ r  I.cwis. 

Mrs. Ji~mes included sonlc of those 
mcmories in a lcl lcr after a t~ewspal~cr rc- 

porter placed an advcrtiscment seeking 
inforrnatio~on thucra. 

"Ilnw ~nvfathcrsat and cried as he lheld 

were even timcs in.n~y growi~ig-l ip years 
when 1 fclt a deep rescntrnent toward h i m  
forgiving osaway. 

"13ut now i ~ f t e r  o l i t t le maturc wisdom 
and years of experience with children of 
III~~J~~~II atid three foster children, I under- 
staod. 

"As wecameout west, 1 remetnber sit- 
tinr! bva!vindowon lhc trainand watchine 

and wliat 'dose tings' were (Gws arid 
horses) in tl~eficld." 

At (iriswold. the socictv tried to f ind 
homes for tlicor~phans. - 

"I renicrnbersiltin[:on a platfornl and 
'prforrning' lor thepcvple. I evcn remcm- 
bert\!,ool thesongsviesang:: 'Sldcwalksof 
NtwYork';cnd 'If I only had a honte, swcct 
liomc, solneolie locare for ni t . '  

"That must lravc tauchcd solile lcndcr 
hcihrls - as i t  was liere a r~uml)er of us 
foutid fo.ircr homes. Uncle Ji tn and Aunt 

thrmof us, but he fclt Ilie),could not afford 
it. 

"Nellie and 1 were finallv takcn out to 

n8ifewhoashort time later adopted nlc. 
"I shall never forget while I was at 

CrandpaatidCrandma's It l lought f was in 
paradise. Thc trees, the hircls, the ani- 
mals, that clear cold water coming olit of 
an ilwn nine wllich flowed into a wooden 
trough \;here two large cans of m i l k  wcre 
always keprcold. 

"A short time later when I went to live 
wrtl ~IIC fnii:s 1 can re III,:I~ I I ? ~  v:nl~tlvt 111,: 

\r!lv, \ r l lv  surnconc hadll't ::,ve311 Nt l . .~.  ;I 
home, 

Learned by Experience 
"I have learned by experience, older 

children areoftcr~ harder toctlpc with. But 
Inany times w11en they say, "You've been 
likea mother lo  me," you r e a l i ~ u  i t  was ; t l l  
soworthwhile." 

Mrs. Jamesentercd nurse's training in 
1920 at Jcnnic I:dtiiui~dsrio Hospital ill 
CouncilBluffs. Slie ~niarricd Carl Jnmcs. 
a~~otherorpli;ln whov:as born and ~raiscd ill 
southeast Iowa. They wcre marr icd fur 50 
yenrs. 


