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orphan train by christina baker kline is a historical novel that explores a poignant chapter in American
history through the lives of two women from different generations. The book delves into the orphan train
movement, a social experiment that relocated thousands of orphaned and homeless children from crowded
Eastern cities to foster homes across the rural Midwest. Christina Baker Kline weaves a compelling
narrative that highlights themes of resilience, identity, and belonging. This article provides an in-depth
analysis of the novel’s plot, characters, historical context, and critical reception. Additionally, it examines the
significance of the orphan train system and its impact on American society, as depicted in the novel.
Readers interested in historical fiction, social history, and character-driven stories will find valuable insights
here. The following sections will guide through a comprehensive understanding of orphan train by
christina baker kline.
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Plot Overview of Orphan Train
The plot of orphan train by christina baker kline centers around the intertwining lives of two women:
Vivian Daly, an elderly woman with a mysterious past, and Molly Ayer, a teenage girl in foster care. The
narrative alternates between Vivian’s recollections of her childhood on the orphan trains in the 1920s and
Molly’s contemporary struggles. Vivian was one of the thousands of children sent from New York City to
the Midwest in hopes of finding a new family and a better life. Through Vivian’s experiences, the novel
reveals the hardships, hopes, and complex realities faced by these children. Meanwhile, Molly’s story
provides a modern perspective on foster care and identity. The plot skillfully balances historical detail with
emotional depth, revealing how the past shapes the present.



Structure and Narrative Style
The novel employs a dual narrative structure, alternating chapters between Vivian’s past and Molly’s
present. This approach allows readers to compare the challenges faced by children in different eras while
highlighting universal themes of abandonment, survival, and acceptance. The first-person perspective in
Vivian’s chapters provides an intimate glimpse into the orphan train experience, whereas Molly’s third-
person narrative offers an external viewpoint on contemporary foster care issues.

Key Plot Events
Several pivotal events drive the story forward, including Vivian’s journey on the orphan train, her
placement on a farm in Minnesota, and the complex relationships she forms. In the present timeline,
Molly’s placement with Vivian leads to revelations about Vivian’s history and her own identity. These
intersections create a powerful narrative about the search for family and self-understanding.

Main Characters and Their Development
Orphan train by christina baker kline features richly developed characters that embody the struggles and
hopes of the orphan train children and foster youth. The character arcs are central to the novel’s emotional
impact and thematic depth.

Vivian Daly
Vivian is the novel’s primary protagonist whose backstory provides the historical core of the narrative. As a
child, she endures abandonment, uncertainty, and hardship but also moments of kindness and resilience.
Her journey from an orphan train rider to a woman with a complex past reveals themes of survival and
forgiveness. Vivian’s character development highlights the long-lasting effects of childhood trauma and the
power of memory.

Molly Ayer
Molly represents the contemporary foster care system, dealing with issues such as identity, trust, and
belonging. Through her interactions with Vivian, Molly gains insight into her own struggles and the
history of foster children. Her character growth reflects a journey from defiance to understanding and
connection.



Supporting Characters
The novel includes a variety of secondary characters who enrich the narrative and historical setting. These
include other orphan train riders, foster parents, and community members who influence Vivian and
Molly’s lives. Their diverse experiences illustrate the wide-ranging impact of the orphan train movement.

Historical Context of the Orphan Train Movement
The orphan train movement, a significant social program in the United States from the mid-19th to early
20th century, serves as the historical foundation of orphan train by christina baker kline. This section
explores the origins, implementation, and legacy of this unique child welfare initiative.

Origins and Purpose
Beginning in 1854, the orphan train system was designed to address urban poverty and overcrowding by
relocating orphaned and homeless children from cities like New York to rural families in the Midwest.
The goal was to provide these children with homes, education, and opportunities for a better life. The
movement was organized by social reformers and charities such as the Children’s Aid Society.

Process and Experience
The orphan trains transported approximately 200,000 children over several decades. Children were placed
with families who were often selected based on need and ability to care for them. While some children
found loving homes, others experienced exploitation and hardship. The novel captures these varied
experiences through Vivian’s story, illustrating the emotional and physical challenges faced by the
children.

Legacy and Impact
The orphan train movement had a lasting impact on foster care and child welfare policies in the United
States. It raised awareness of the needs of vulnerable children and contributed to the development of more
structured foster care systems. The novel brings attention to this often-overlooked chapter of American
history.

Themes and Literary Devices in the Novel
Orphan train by christina baker kline employs a range of themes and literary techniques to convey its
messages and engage readers. Understanding these elements enhances appreciation of the novel’s depth and



artistry.

Major Themes

Identity and Belonging: The search for family and self-definition is central to both Vivian and
Molly’s journeys.

Resilience and Survival: The characters demonstrate strength in the face of abandonment, loss, and
adversity.

Historical Memory: The novel emphasizes the importance of remembering and acknowledging past
social injustices.

Compassion and Forgiveness: Relationships in the novel highlight the healing power of empathy and
understanding.

Literary Devices
Christina Baker Kline uses symbolism, flashbacks, and contrasting timelines to enrich the narrative. The
orphan train itself symbolizes both hope and displacement. Flashbacks provide historical context and
emotional depth, while the dual timeline structure allows for thematic parallels between past and present.

Critical Reception and Impact
Since its publication, orphan train by christina baker kline has received widespread acclaim for its
compelling storytelling and historical accuracy. Critics have praised the novel for bringing attention to a
neglected aspect of American history through a nuanced and empathetic lens.

Reviews and Awards
Reviewers commend the novel’s character development, engaging plot, and evocative prose. It has been
recognized for its educational value and emotional resonance. The book has been featured in reading lists
and book clubs, contributing to its popularity and influence.



Influence on Readers and Historical Awareness
The novel has sparked increased interest in the orphan train movement and foster care issues. Readers
often report gaining a deeper understanding of the complexities faced by displaced children. The book has
inspired discussions about child welfare and historical memory in educational and social contexts.

Author Background: Christina Baker Kline
Christina Baker Kline is an accomplished author known for her historical fiction and novels that explore
social issues. Her background and writing style contribute significantly to the authenticity and emotional
impact of orphan train by christina baker kline.

Career and Literary Focus
Kline has written several novels that often focus on women’s lives, history, and social justice themes. Her
research-intensive approach ensures historical accuracy and depth. She is recognized for her ability to create
vivid characters and compelling narratives that resonate with a broad audience.

Inspiration for Orphan Train
Kline’s interest in the orphan train movement was sparked by discovering her own family’s connection to
the trains. This personal link motivated her to explore and share the stories of the orphan train children,
blending historical facts with fictional elements to bring their experiences to life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Orphan Train' by Christina Baker Kline?
The main theme of 'Orphan Train' is resilience and the search for identity, exploring the lives of orphans
sent on trains from the East Coast to the Midwest in the early 20th century and how their experiences
shape their futures.

Who are the two primary characters in 'Orphan Train' and what connects
them?
The two primary characters are Molly Ayer, a former foster child struggling with her past, and Vivian
Daly, an elderly woman who was an orphan train rider. Their connection is through Vivian’s story and
Molly’s efforts to help her come to terms with her past.



How does Christina Baker Kline portray the historical context of the
orphan trains?
Christina Baker Kline provides a detailed and compassionate portrayal of the orphan train movement,
incorporating historical facts and personal stories to highlight the challenges and hopes of the children
involved.

What role does foster care play in 'Orphan Train'?
Foster care is a central element in the book, depicted through Molly’s experiences and reflecting the
complexities and difficulties faced by children in the system, as well as the long-term impacts on their
lives.

How does the narrative structure of 'Orphan Train' enhance the story?
The novel alternates between Molly’s present-day story and Vivian’s past, creating a layered narrative that
deepens the reader's understanding of the characters’ emotions and the historical experiences of orphan
train riders.

What lessons can readers learn from 'Orphan Train'?
Readers learn about empathy, the importance of family and belonging, the resilience of children facing
hardship, and a greater understanding of a lesser-known part of American history.

Is 'Orphan Train' based on a true story?
While 'Orphan Train' is a work of historical fiction, it is inspired by true events and real experiences of
thousands of orphaned and abandoned children who were transported on trains across the United States
between 1854 and 1929.

How has 'Orphan Train' been received by critics and readers?
The novel has been widely praised for its emotional depth, historical accuracy, and compelling storytelling,
becoming a bestseller and an important book for readers interested in history, social issues, and human
resilience.

Additional Resources
1. Orphan Train Girl by Christina Baker Kline
This companion novel to "Orphan Train" follows the story of Molly, an Irish immigrant girl who is sent on
the orphan train. It explores her struggles and resilience as she navigates life in a new country, providing
deeper insight into the historical context and emotional landscape of the orphan train experience.



2. Train to Somewhere by Eve Bunting
This historical novel tells the story of Mary, a young orphan sent on a train from New York City to the
Midwest in the early 1900s. It captures the uncertainty and hope of the children on the orphan trains,
highlighting themes of family, belonging, and survival.

3. The Orphan Train Adventures by Joan Lowery Nixon
Aimed at younger readers, this series introduces children to the orphan train movement through engaging
stories of orphans finding new homes. The books blend historical facts with compelling narratives, making
the orphan train era accessible and relatable to a young audience.

4. Far from the Tree: A Novel by Robin Benway
While not directly about orphan trains, this novel deals with themes of adoption, family, and identity. It
follows three siblings separated by adoption who reunite as teenagers, exploring the complexities of family
bonds and self-discovery in a heartfelt and contemporary story.

5. Girl in the Blue Coat by Monica Hesse
Set during World War II, this novel tells the story of a young woman involved in the Dutch resistance
who discovers the plight of Jewish children hidden from the Nazis. It touches on themes of survival,
courage, and the search for identity, resonating with the orphan train’s themes of displacement and hope.

6. Anne of Green Gables by L.M. Montgomery
This classic novel follows Anne Shirley, an imaginative and spirited orphan girl adopted by a family on
Prince Edward Island. Anne’s journey from loneliness to belonging and the power of found family parallels
many emotional elements found in "Orphan Train."

7. The Light Between Oceans by M.L. Stedman
Set in post-World War I Australia, this novel explores themes of loss, love, and moral dilemmas when a
childless couple discovers a baby washed ashore. Though not about orphans directly, it delves into the
complexities of family and the impact of adoption.

8. Someone Named Eva by Joan M. Wolf
This historical novel follows a young Jewish girl forced to leave her family during the Holocaust and live
with a German family. It addresses themes of identity, survival, and resilience, echoing the emotional
struggles faced by orphaned children in difficult circumstances.

9. Homecoming by Cynthia Voigt
This novel tells the story of four siblings abandoned by their mother who must rely on each other to
survive. It’s a poignant exploration of family, perseverance, and the search for belonging, aligning with the
heartfelt themes present in "Orphan Train."
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