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She never said. | never asked.
THE STORY OF THE ORPHAN TRAINS

{by CAROL BODENSTEINER]

Some 200,000 children
were transported by rail

to new locations between
1854 and the early 1930s.
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Mary McLain’s favorite story when she was
growing up was Little Orphan Annie. As

a kindergartner she dressed up as Annie
for Halloween, wearing a dress her mother
took out of a box tucked away in the back
of a closet. It would be many years — long
after her mother passed away — before
McLain learned the story behind that
dress, before she learned how closely her
mother’s life mirrored that of Little Orphan
Annie.

McLain’s mother, Viola Volkert, was
born in New York in 1907. When Viola
was 3, her mother contracted tuberculosis
and was placed in a sanitorium. Viola’s
father could not care for his three daughters
and one son, so he placed the girls with the
Children’s Aid Society (CAS), a New York
agency that housed hundreds of children
who were orphaned, given up, or aban-
doned by their parents.

When Viola and her sisters entered that
orphanage, they took the first step on a
journey that is a unique part of American
and lowa history.
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In the 1800s immigrants swarmed through
U.S. ports. Large families, poverty, and
untimely deaths during childbirth or from
disease left tens of thousands of children
on the streets. These children survived as
beggars, pickpockets, or prostitutes. It is
estimated that by the mid-1850s 30,000
children lived on New York streets.

The CAS was formed to help care for
these neglected children. Workers at the
CAS and another charity institution, The
New York Foundling Hospital, sought
better lives for the children, looking to
families in rural areas of the country. The
Orphan Train Movement transported
children — ranging in age from infant to
16 — by rail to new homes. Between 1854
and the early 1930s, the two organizations
placed an estimated 200,000 children in
homes across 47 states. Some 10,000 of
those children came to Iowa.

On October 30, 1919, a dozen orphans
stepped off the train in Maquoketa. After
spending a night in a hotel, the children
were taken to a local church. The CAS had
advertised the children’ arrival, so the church
was crowded with townspeople and farmers.

Emma Pier came to the church with her
friends just out of curiosity. At 46 years of
age, Emma and her husband had given up
on having their own children. “But she was
drawn in. She took a baby home, and that
baby was me,” said Dorothy Pier Buck in
an interview taped before her death. “When
she got home, her husband was furious. He
didn’t talk to her for three months.”






