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Happily, for the busy lunatics who rule over us, we are permanently the United States of Amnesia. We learn nothing because we remember nothing.


—Gore Vidal, Imperial America


Most kids have folks to teach ’em things but we’re just orphans and it’s the hard-knock route for us.


—Little Orphan Annie comic strip, November 22, 1924















Introduction



Americans Love Orphans


Americans love orphans. As children, we meet them in our books, comics, movies, television shows, musicals, theme parks, and even dolls. We know their stories well: The scrappy prankster sasses his aunt, convinces other boys to whitewash her fence, witnesses a murder, and hunts for treasure. The spunky little girl with the corkscrew curls says good-bye to the hard-knock life of a New York City orphanage and hello to a rich new daddy, reminding us that the sun will come out tomorrow. Four siblings find an abandoned boxcar in the woods and make it their new home; later they solve mysteries all by themselves.


As we grow older, orphan stories grow with us. Five siblings band together when their parents die in a car crash and they grow up too fast, treating us to after-school specials. An autodidact genius janitor at MIT undergoes court-ordered therapy after assaulting a police officer and comes to terms with the emotional baggage of being abused by his foster father. A girl’s mother dies in a car crash, and she is sent to live in an orphanage, where she learns chess from the custodian and develops an addiction to the tranquilizers she is drugged with; later, as a chess champion, her addiction deepens.


We all know the arc of an orphan story. Step one: While the child is still too young to form distinct memories of them, their parents die in an untimely fashion. Step two: Orphan acquires caretakers who amplify the world’s cruelty. Step three: Orphan escapes and goes on an adventure, encountering the world’s vast possibilities.


Sometimes the parents aren’t dead—instead, the child has been abandoned, making them a foundling, like Punky Brewster, played by the adorable pigtailed Soleil Moon Frye on the mid-1980s NBC sitcom. Punky finds a new father in the manager of a Chicago apartment building she squatted in after her mother deserted her. Sometimes only one parent is missing, as in Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn—Huck’s father, the town drunk, is still alive.


There are proportionally far more orphans in American pop culture than there are in American life. One reason why: orphans are expedient protagonists. They come with built-in conflict, necessary for setting any story in motion. And since fictional orphans are free from the close watch of parents, they’re afforded more freedom, allowing them to go on adventures full of intrigue that keep us rapt. These stories allow the children who consume them to encounter the worst-case scenario of becoming an orphan—becoming that vulnerable, abnormal figure—without grappling with what it actually feels like to lose their parents. The focus on the adventure gives orphanhood a silver lining, wherein losing your parents becomes both palatable and strangely covetable.


Orphan stories are not meant to represent real orphanhood because they’re most concerned with the orphan as a symbol. But I am not a symbol: I am a real person whose parents both died when I was still a child.


Of course, I felt no kinship with popular orphan characters because my situation differed dramatically from theirs. My story wasn’t the kind that was represented in books and on screens, perhaps because it was too sad, too steeped in the kind of grief that we find hard to look at head-on. My parents’ deaths didn’t set me free to explore the world, or leave me vengeful, or turn me into a damaged genius. But orphan narratives have unconsciously governed what others assume about me—that I must have been a pitiful figure, alone in the world without any relations willing to care for her, who had to gather the gumption to strike out on her own journey.


A few years ago, I started wondering why these narratives were so popular. I felt that the prevalence of orphan stories wasn’t just about providing plot and character shortcuts. And the more that I realized how much our favorite orphan stories get wrong about American orphanhood—not just my own experience of losing my parents but also the history of our country’s policies toward dependent children—the more I wondered why we cling to these myths.


The gap between the stories we tell ourselves about orphans and the lived experiences of those children reveals the narrative that America wants to construct about itself: we are a nation that values the nuclear family, rallies around children in need, and believes all young people have promising futures. In reality, the history of how our country has dealt with dependent children is full of classism, racism, and hypocrisy fueled by capitalism and moral panics, where only some are deserving of strong familial ties. This book will take you inside the history of orphanhood in the United States, from the 1800s to the present, to set the record straight.
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Until I started researching this book, I had never associated myself with the label “orphan” because of the cultural baggage it carried. As a teenager, I recoiled from the term so much that I wrote my personal statement for college about it, referencing an apocryphal quote from the philosopher and theologian Søren Kierkegaard as only a pretentious seventeen-year-old can: “My parents died within two years of each other when I was twelve and fourteen. That simple fact legally transformed me from daughter to orphan, an unfortunate label. As Søren Kierkegaard wrote, ‘Once you label me, you negate me.’ The label orphan negates my parents as well.”


Looking back now, I realize that as a teenager, I was terrified of being seen as a walking memento mori: the girl whose parents had died. I was terrified of being pitied, because pity would mark me as outside the norm, inferior to my peers. But mostly, I was terrified of publicly slipping into the abyss of my loss. In order to keep living, I needed to tamp down my grief, to keep acting like I was the same girl I had been before I had seen my mom in her coffin, done up by the mortician with too much blush, wearing a blue silk dress; before I had seen my father’s coffin lowered into the same grave two years later.


Before my parents died, my family lived a solidly middle-class existence on Long Island, New York, in the same house my mom had grown up in. My dad, Robert, was a lieutenant in the New York Police Department—he worked mostly behind a desk in the Auto Crime Division of the Organized Crime Control Bureau in Queens, a short drive away from our house in West Hempstead, and was home most nights by 5:30 p.m. for dinner. My mom, Amelia, stayed at home and filled her life with cooking, cleaning, shopping, reading, and serving as PTA president. Dad coached my older brother John’s Little League team; Mom drove me to dance classes twice a week.


Then, in fall 2001, about a month after 9/11, my parents called a family meeting—an unprecedented event. We were not the kind of family that talked forthrightly about problems. We were not the kind of family that had problems, not big ones. Or at least it didn’t seem that way to twelve-year-old me.


As we sat on the beige sectional couch in our living room, Mom explained that the pneumonia she had over the summer—the illness that made her hack phlegm into the sink while she brushed her teeth in the morning and shiver under the covers when it was ninety degrees outside—masked something more serious. She talked about the bronchoscopy the doctor had done and what it found: she had lung cancer. Then Dad explained that his prostate cancer was no longer in remission. Up until then I hadn’t even consciously understood that Dad had had cancer; I was only eight when he was diagnosed in 1997, and I don’t remember my parents ever using the C-word to explain why Dad took time off from work that year. They said they would both start chemotherapy soon. Mom had already shopped for a dark brown wig with her hairdresser. “We got one that looks just like my real hair, Kris,” she told me that night.


Just three months later, Dad sat John and me down on that same couch as soon as we walked in the door after school and told us that Mom had died. It was January 4, 2002—our first day back to school after the winter break. Mom had died early that morning; she was only forty-nine. The chemo she had undergone in the fall wasn’t effective at controlling the spread of her advanced-stage lung cancer, and by early December she had metastases that compressed her spinal cord and kept her from walking. She realized this with terror one morning when she tried to get out of bed to drive John and me to school and crumpled to the floor. That day, Mom went to the hospital. She would never make it back home.


My first thought upon hearing that Mom was dead was Why did Dad wait so many hours to tell us? But then he said, “Mom would have wanted you all to stay at school.” During her time in the hospital, when she was laid up in a narrow bed, totally out of it with fever, needing her lips moistened with a sponge swab, she always asked Dad if John and I were doing our homework.


I was sitting on that same couch two years and two weeks later, on January 18, 2004, when my aunt Nancy told me that Dad had died. His health had started to decline a few months after Mom died; he was in the hospital for more than a month in fall 2002 because of the pain his prostate cancer caused, and by the end of fall 2003, metastases in his skull were causing his vision to fail. A few days before he died, Dad fell down the stairs on his way from his bedroom to the living room. It was a snow day, and John and I were home from school watching Edward Scissorhands. Dad hit his head on the landing, went unconscious, and never woke up. He was fifty.


My parents’ deaths irreparably cleaved my life in two: before was the seemingly impregnable safety and love of a nuclear family in the Long Island suburbs; after was a grief that felt impossible to speak in a culture that still refuses to look head-on at death and mourning.


The only way I related to the orphans I had read about and seen on TV and in movies was that I worried about being viewed as an outsider, the worst thing to be in high school. But that concern was overwhelmed by the reason it existed: my parents were gone. I didn’t just miss parental love and my comfortable place in a family; I missed my specific parents. Unlike most popular orphan characters, I wasn’t too young to remember my parents. I knew their physical realities well. I knew my mother’s cigarette-rasped voice, the bleach-stained black stirrup pants she liked lounging in, her long, tanned fingers flipping the pages of a Redbook. I knew my father’s predilection for Vans sneakers because they had no arches; his freckled arms cradling an acoustic guitar; his tube of Vaseline-brand lip balm in the pocket protector he slipped into his short-sleeve button-down shirts. I desperately missed these signs of their lives—of them being alive—and I missed how they cared for me, raised me.


When my parents were sick and after they died, my extended family stepped up to act in loco parentis. Grandma Martin moved in when my mom entered the hospital in 2001. My other grandma, my mom’s mom, whom we called Nanny, had always lived with us—the house I was raised in was originally her house, and my parents bought it from Nanny after Papa died the year before I was born. She kept her bedroom, where she spent most of her days chain-smoking, knitting slippers, and watching reruns of Matlock and Columbo. Nanny is the reason why I didn’t make my own bed, do laundry, or fix myself breakfast until I was a teenager. My father’s younger sisters—Mary Ellen, Joan, Alice, and Nancy—visited Long Island on the weekends when he was sick and after he died, helping my brother and me study, driving us where we needed to go, loading us up with groceries. For the first couple of months after Dad’s death, I had imagined this state of affairs would persist, at least to see me through my last three years of high school. John was headed to college that fall—he had managed to send off his applications in Dad’s last months and get scholarships to attend Syracuse University.


In his will, my father named his sisters Mary Ellen and Alice as guardians for John and me. Along with my father’s other sisters, they decided that keeping two women in their eighties who had never had driver’s licenses in charge of two suburban teenagers wasn’t sustainable—a rational judgment, as both of my grandmothers would fall into ill health by the time I was a freshman in college. A plan was hashed out: in summer 2004, John and I would move to central New Jersey to live with Aunt Alice, Uncle Joe, and their two kids. It wouldn’t make sense for us to live with Aunt Mary Ellen, an extremely busy physician who was single and lived in a loft in Philadelphia. Aunt Alice’s house would be the closest to what we had known on Long Island. John would go away to Syracuse, and I’d go to the same Catholic high school as my cousin Matt.


At Aunt Alice’s, I shoved all of my grief and anxiety down. If you had known me in high school, you would not have suspected the trauma I had recently gone through. I got straight As in my honors and AP classes, wrote for and edited the newspaper, played first-chair clarinet in band, and volunteered with the Christian Social Action Club. I spent hours each week at my new dance studio, preparing for competitions. I made new friends, to whom I never mentioned my dead parents, and stayed close with my old ones, to whom I rarely mentioned my dead parents. I got into an Ivy League university early decision. My story was far from those of fictional American orphans—and, as I would come to learn, from what many other real orphans have endured.
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As I deconstruct our favorite orphan narratives and reconstruct history, I will tell the stories of children who did not have my same advantages. These stories will illuminate that while the United States has changed its methods for handling the dependent children we have considered “orphans”—from the dual rise of industrial capitalism and institutionalization during the 1800s, to the orphan trains that ran from the mid-nineteenth through the early twentieth centuries, and finally to the development of modern, state-sponsored foster care—the classist, racist, and religious biases that rule child welfare have largely remained the same.


As I take you through each era, I’ll start first with the stories we want to tell ourselves about orphans—the stories we perpetuate in literature, television, and film. After breaking down what makes these stories so appealing and how they encourage us to look away from the truth, I’ll correct the record by unpacking the real history of orphans in the United States. And I’ll tell my own story of orphanhood throughout.


In this book, an orphan is not just a person like me, whose parents both died before I turned eighteen. I’m what’s called a “full orphan”; the only other American full orphan I have ever met is my own brother. While working on this book, I spent hours digging around on federal government websites, searching for statistics on how many other full orphans there are in the United States. It turns out that no government agency—not the Census Bureau, not the Children’s Bureau, not the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention—keeps a precise count of the number of children with dead parents. The absence of such an official tally struck me as strange and further highlights the disparate amount of attention that pop culture pays to orphanhood.


The closest estimate of American full orphans that exists comes from the Census Bureau’s Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP). The SIPP is a longitudinal survey of a set of nationally representative households that collects data about income, jobs, and eligibility for and participation in social programs, as well as some other demographic information.1 In 2014, it started asking respondents if their parents were living, and if they weren’t, when they died, in search of a link with socioeconomic status and race.2 The survey’s 2021 data estimates that only 0.3 percent of Americans lose both their parents by age eighteen.3 As applied to the 2021 total child population of 72.8 million, that makes for only about 218,400 full orphans.4 Like most orphans worldwide—and like my brother and me—most of these children live with other family members.5


The fact is that full orphanhood has always been relatively rare and that most of the children we’re talking about when we’re talking about orphans had one or two living parents but were separated from them, either voluntarily or involuntarily. This was true even in the nineteenth century, when life expectancy was low, maternal mortality rates were high, and orphanages were common. Yet, surprisingly, only about a quarter of children in nineteenth-century orphanages had lost both their parents; more than half had one living parent, and a fifth had two living parents.6 Desperately poor parents left their children at orphanages in times of need, usually temporarily.


The orphanage era blossomed in the early nineteenth century in response not just to a growing number of dependent children whose parents couldn’t manage to take care of them alone but to a moral panic over poverty. While poor adults were blamed for their circumstances, their children were deemed innocent and deserving of charity. Religion—the cure for moral ills and savior of innocent souls—was at the heart of the establishment of orphanages, which largely served only white children. Black children were enslaved in southern states, and Black orphans were largely shunted into poorhouses in free states. Meanwhile, Christian missionaries established residential schools where Native American children who had been forcibly removed from their families and tribes were “civilized,” given Anglo names, forced to speak English, and subjected to cultural genocide.


In the mid-1800s, a Protestant minister turned philanthropist named Charles Loring Brace began criticizing the practice of warehousing children in highly regimented orphanages. In 1853, he founded the Children’s Aid Society in New York and popularized the practice of sending city children in need of homes and jobs off on “orphan trains” to rural areas, often to newly established railroad towns in the Midwest, where they would essentially be auctioned off to families looking for farmhands and domestic workers. The practice of “placing out” children via orphan train was a social engineering experiment that sent approximately a quarter million poor urban children to barely vetted families in rural areas all over the United States from 1854 to 1929.7


Over the course of the first half of the twentieth century, orphanages fell out of favor, and foster care became the predominant solution for caring for dependent children. Today, about 600,000 to 650,000 children spend time in foster care each year.8 We view them as “social orphans” or “the orphans of the living”—almost all the children in foster care have living parents, and poverty remains a driving force behind family separation by state-run child-protective systems.


In 2022, the most recent year for which federal data is available, 62 percent of the approximately 186,600 children who entered the foster care system were removed from their parents because of neglect, a loosely defined category that varies by state. Frequently, conditions of poverty are construed as conditions of neglect—think of a child who comes to school in dirty clothes because their parent can’t afford to go to the laundromat or a child left alone in their apartment while a parent works because they can’t afford a babysitter. Physical abuse—what we might imagine to be the most common cause of child removal—was cited in only 13 percent of cases. And only 1 percent of children who entered foster care (about twenty-five hundred children) entered due to parental death. The only reasons less common were children being voluntarily relinquished (about nineteen hundred children) and a child’s own alcohol abuse (about eight hundred children).9


The risk of being sent to foster care by the child protective services system is not distributed equally. Researchers estimate that over half of Black children in the United States will be subjected to investigations by child protective services agencies.10 This corresponds with the fact that Black children are overrepresented in foster care, making up 23 percent of the total number of foster youth, versus about 15 percent of the total child population.11 White children are vastly underrepresented. This completely flips the script set in the 1800s, when Black children were almost entirely excluded from institutions.


You might expect orphanhood and adoption to be closely intertwined. But historically speaking, most of the children this country has considered to be orphans have not been adoptable—they still had parents, and their parents maintained legal custody rights over them. Our country has only been in the business of creating legal orphans—terminating the parental rights of children in foster care to make them adoptable—for the past few decades. This parental death sentence is the ultimate separation of “deserving” children from their “undeserving” parents, who are mostly guilty of being poor. Permanently severing familial ties takes to an extreme the logic that individual adults—and not society at large—are to blame for conditions of poverty. Our country has held fast to this fallacy for more than two centuries.
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The orphan has always been treated as a symbol and a cipher in our culture, down to whom we consider to be an orphan. We label certain children as “orphans” in order to excuse taking them away from their families; we label others as “orphans” in order to construe them as objects of pity deserving of new families. In an orphan narrative, the orphan’s circumstances always represent what we fear. We work out those fears—of poverty, of neglect, of abuse, of crime—through the orphan. When the orphan finds a new, “better” family, we feel safe. When children’s parents have actually died, like mine did, we refuse to sit with their grief. Instead, we’ve been content to rehash the same sunny stories about orphans over and over again, to the point that we’ve largely ignored the dark truth of how America has always treated its most vulnerable children.


Looking closely at the gap between stories we want to tell ourselves about dependent children and the lived experiences of those children reveals the myths that America wants to construct about itself. Inside the history of America’s orphans lies the history of American childhood, the American family, American poverty. It’s past time that we face that history. The classist, racist, and religious forces that made children vulnerable to family separation in the 1800s are still driving the system today. I wrote this book to unpack why we keep telling ourselves the same fictitious stories and to show how American child welfare has been broken from the start.


I used to hate being labeled as an orphan because that one word wrested control of my own personal narrative away from me, coloring it with tropes drawn from fiction that morph fact through a funhouse mirror. This book interrogates how we flatten individuality by shoehorning the diversity of human experience into the shapes of stories we are most comfortable with. My life and my loss are not representative of American orphanhood insofar as no one story can truly stand in for a larger whole. But in telling my own story and the oft overlooked stories of orphans throughout history, I hope to push back against the forces that make us gravitate toward the singular narrative and, in doing so, to help us imagine a more just future for vulnerable children and families.


1

















ONE



Orphanages


















Chapter One



It’s the Hard-Knock Life


Annie is the American orphan. It is her mop of curly red hair that we think of first when we hear the word orphan and her songs of hope and defiance that get stuck in our heads. Her experience of living in Miss Hannigan’s house of terror—scrubbing the stairwell on hands and knees, consoling the younger girls in the crowded dorm, and eventually escaping her grim fate thanks to the generosity of “Daddy” Warbucks—has become our blueprint for the orphanage narrative. More than a narrative though, Annie’s story has calcified into American allegory: she’s our every-orphan, a stand-in for the can-do resilience and pluck we demand of the most vulnerable children in our country.


We first met Annie one hundred years ago, when artist Harold Gray introduced her in his August 5, 1924, Little Orphan Annie comic strip in the New York Daily News. But for most of us, the Annie we think of is not Gray’s girl with her creepy oval voids for eyes but the adorable orphan in her red dress with the white collar from the 1977 Broadway musical Annie. That role was originated by Andrea McArdle, a feisty little girl in a tightly curled wig, belting about how “just thinkin’ about tomorrow / clears away the cobwebs and the sorrow / ’til there’s none.”1 (Sarah Jessica Parker later got her big break at thirteen when she took over the part.) In the musical telling, Annie was left as a foundling on the front steps of the New York Municipal Orphanage as an infant and lived there until she was rescued by billionaire Oliver Warbucks at age eleven, amid the Great Depression. “Daddy” Warbucks promises to find her real parents, setting J. Edgar Hoover’s Federal Bureau of Investigation on the case and announcing a $50,000 reward on the radio, which leads to a scam uncovered by (literally) President Franklin D. Roosevelt and his Secret Service. Annie then lives happily ever after in the luxury of the Warbucks mansion.


Or maybe we all think of freckled, button-nosed Aileen Quinn’s take on Annie—she beat out nine thousand other little girls to star in the 1982 movie adaptation of the musical.2 I can’t remember ever sitting down as a child to watch the entirety of that movie, where Carol Burnett plays Miss Hannigan, the cruel, alcoholic head of the orphanage, who conspires with her good-for-nothing brother Rooster (Tim Curry) and his partner Lily St. Regis (Bernadette Peters) to kidnap Annie. I don’t think I ever even saw the 1999 made-for-TV Disney remake (another star-studded cast, featuring Kathy Bates, Audra McDonald, Alan Cumming, and Kristin Chenoweth).


But, being an American child, I absorbed Annie osmotically. The Shirley Temple–esque scene of Annie and “Daddy” Warbucks descending his mansion’s marble staircase and tap dancing lives rent-free in my head. I have vague memories of hearing about the search for the little girl who would play Annie in the Disney TV movie in the mid-1990s, where thousands of children a little older than me sang bars of “Tomorrow” for a chance to be chosen as the chosen orphan. When I was nine, I would come home from school to watch MTV’s Total Request Live and catch the music video for Jay-Z’s “Hard Knock Life (Ghetto Anthem),” which opens with a pitch-skewed sample from the Annie musical. At sixteen, a few years after I became an orphan myself, I ate overpriced Twizzlers and watched my youngest cousin, Lucas, perform in Annie Jr. with the Staten Island Children’s Theater Association on a high school stage. I didn’t think about my own experience as Lucas sang a solo as Bert Healy, the radio host who croons “You’re Never Fully Dressed Without a Smile” after “Daddy” Warbucks offers his reward. After all, Annie was nothing like me—she is a girl who never knew her parents, a girl who exists primarily as a symbol of optimism, not grief.


Even now, Annie won’t leave me be: my cousin Matt’s daughter, then five years old, loved the Annie Live! special that ran on NBC in December 2021, and her mom posted snippets of her singing “Tomorrow” on Instagram Stories. On a recent flight to Nashville, I sat next to a young mom and her almost-three-year-old daughter who proclaimed Annie to be her favorite movie and warbled out “Tomorrow” for me as I smiled and stuffed down the urge to tell them that I was writing a book about how and why we can’t stop telling ourselves Annie’s story.


The privations of the orphanage have long loomed large in American popular culture—our cultural fixation on orphanages has outlasted the primacy of institutional care for orphans by more than eighty years. All orphanage narratives owe something to Annie, in all the different permutations of how her story has been told, from the eighty-five years the Little Orphan Annie comic strips ran, to the radio drama series of the same name that aired from 1930 to 1942, to the first movie treatments in 1932 and 1938, to that 1970s Broadway musical and those 1980s and 1990s movie adaptations, to the modernized 2014 remake produced by Will Smith and Jay-Z and the 2021 NBC live musical, both of which featured a Black girl in the starring role.


Annie’s grit and resilience in the face of being parentless, poor, and mistreated—and her rescue by the benevolent and filthy rich “Daddy” Warbucks—promotes the idea that there are individual solutions to the problem of orphanhood. With the right mind-set and the right bank account, you can “clear away the cobwebs and the sorrow” without worrying about the societal issues that necessitated orphanages in the first place. The reality is that harsh, regimented orphanages were the product of religious and societal philosophies about the best way to help the “deserving poor,” children were largely powerless over their own fates, and no amount of individual charity could rescue dependent children.
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Given that Annie the musical-movie has become our paradigm for orphanage stories, it’s odd that in its source material, Annie spends almost no time at all in the orphanage. A mere week after Little Orphan Annie’s premiere in the New York Daily News, Annie already makes it out of the orphanage—she calls it the “home,” always with scare quotes to emphasize how little of a home it truly is.3 She is taken out on trial by Mrs. Warbucks—yes, in the comics, there’s a Mrs. Warbucks. We don’t even meet her husband, Oliver “Daddy” Warbucks (again, always with the scare quotes), for a month and a half.


But back to the “home” for a moment. Annie, ten years old in the comics, has lived there since infancy. There’s no drunken, flamboyant Miss Hannigan here—instead, there’s Miss Asthma, a crone who dresses plainly in a collared shirt and a long black skirt, with glasses perched on her witchy nose and her hair pulled into a severe bun. If Little Orphan Annie has anything to say about orphanages, it is expressed through Gray’s characterization of Miss Asthma. He casts her as an example of all that is wrong with institutions of charity, which pat themselves on the back for giving the poor the bare minimum of shelter and food while bending over to kiss the feet of their rich benefactors. The very first line of the debut strip comes from Miss Asthma, wagging her finger at Annie, reminding her to be thankful for charity: “I hope you’ll always remember what a lot we’ve done for you here—you have been sheltered, clothed and fed since you were a baby entirely by charity—you should be very grateful.”


Annie’s reaction to Miss Asthma’s admonishing, muttered to herself as she kneels to scrub the floors with a brush, speaks to how we think of orphans (and orphanages) in the popular imagination. They are pitiful figures who exist only to work for their cruel overseers and pine for a new family. Their original parents, dead or otherwise vanished, typically merit no concern, or grief. When Annie is introduced, she wants, first and foremost, to be adopted. Without a family, she feels worthless: “When she keeps reminding me I’m an orphan and that I’m a charity girl it makes me hate her and hate the ‘home’ and hate myself too for being so poor—gee, I wish some nice folks would adopt me—then I could have a real papa and mama like other kids.”


This isn’t the spunky Annie we would come to know and love, a symbol of American stick-to-itiveness. It’s an Annie beaten down by a “home” that only feeds her mush and milk and subjects her to constant toil (in the very next panel, she’s standing on a chair to scrub a basin full of dishes)—work that isn’t softened by anyone’s love. Annie doesn’t even know that she had any parents before entering the orphanage. When she overhears Miss Asthma speaking with Mrs. Warbucks (a trustee) about her file one week later, it is the first time she has ever thought of herself as having “a history with parents in it and everything.… I never could be sure whether orphans ever had any parents—I can’t remember any.” Of course, Miss Asthma slams the door before Annie can hear more about her parentage, and she won’t be able to access her records until she’s twenty-one. “Isn’t it funny to be someone but not know who?” Annie wonders, but the thought doesn’t linger. She doesn’t long for her parents or yearn to understand where she came from—she’s just Annie, no surname, a blank canvas for Gray to paint his allegory on.


From our first introduction to her, then, Annie’s main problem is the hold that mean old Miss Asthma has over her due to her parentless, impoverished state. The solution to her problem is adoption by “nice folks”—people who make the individual decision to share their wealth and love by rescuing a “charity girl” like her. In order to win over those folks, Annie needs to show hope and determination, to be resilient above all. This portrayal of Annie’s problem and solution remains constant throughout the many iterations of her story and has twisted our imagined reality of orphanhood for generations. Each time we regurgitate Annie’s story, we allow ourselves to believe the orphan’s struggle is one with individual causes and individual answers. In doing so, we overlook the systems—economic, religious, political—that have made orphans out of real children like Annie and that continue to control their fates. Our preference to buy into Annie’s version of orphanhood at the expense of sitting with actuality speaks to how we as Americans value individualism and fail to grasp the need for societal interventions for systemic harms.
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In 1951, after more than twenty-five years of conjuring up adventures for Annie, Gray claimed that he had based her on a child he met in Chicago. “She had common sense, knew how to take care of herself,” he said. “She had to. Her name was Annie.”4 His choice to make this street-smart, independent girl the star of his breakout comic was a narratively savvy one. “At the time, some 40 strips were using boys as the main characters; only three were using girls,” Gray said. “I chose Annie for mine, and made her an orphan, so she’d have no family, no tangling alliances, but freedom to go where she pleased.” Of course, writers had long been using orphans as protagonists for exactly these reasons—and Gray was likely more influenced by the writers that had come before him than by some apocryphal street child.


Gray may have been inspired to name his comic’s heroine Annie by James Whitcomb Riley’s 1885 poem “Little Orphant Annie” (yes, orphant). Originally titled “The Elf Child” and written in an Indiana dialect, Riley’s poem depicts an orphan girl who spends her days working as an indentured servant and her nights telling moral stories for the children of her employers:


Little Orphant Annie’s come to our house to stay,


An’ wash the cups an’ saucers up, an’ brush the crumbs away,


An’ shoo the chickens off the porch, an’ dust the hearth, an’ sweep,


An’ make the fire, an’ bake the bread, an’ earn her board-an’- 
keep;


An’ all us other childern, when the supper things is done,


We set around the kitchen fire an’ has the mostest fun


A-list’nin’ to the witch-tales ’at Annie tells about,


An’ the Gobble-uns ’at gits you


Ef you


Don’t


Watch


Out!


This idealization of child labor became a popular poem for schoolchildren to memorize and recite well into the twentieth century, and it would have been familiar for readers of Gray’s comics. It was even made into a silent film featuring Riley in 1918.5 Riley—known as “the poet of the common people”—based his poem on a real orphan girl, but fiction soon took over her story, down to her name, Allie, which was transposed to “Annie” in a typesetting error.6 The real girl was Mary Alice “Allie” Smith, who in the 1850s was indentured to Riley’s parents in Indiana, working as a servant to earn her keep—an all-too common practice at the time.7 Allie’s parents might or might not have died when she was a child, but in any case, both in real life and in the poem, she was never placed in an orphanage like Gray’s Annie.8


Gray’s biggest acknowledged influence for Annie is, unsurprisingly, Charles Dickens, who set the beats of the melodramatic orphan narrative in the 1800s with his Victorian social novels. In 1938, Gray told an interviewer, “You can take Great Expectations or any Dickens book and put in running water and a telephone and you have Annie in a modern setting with a sound story.”9 For the picaresque Little Orphan Annie, Gray swapped the state-sponsored baby-farm-run workhouse of Oliver Twist, where little Oliver toils unraveling oakum for navy ships and must beg for more gruel, for a charity-run orphanage, where the children serve as little housekeepers and subsist on mush and milk. (Oliver Twist would perhaps inspire the creators of the Annie musical too—it was made into a musical in 1960 and then a movie in 1968.)


Like Dickens, Gray used Annie’s orphan status to explore social conundrums—but from an American standpoint. In Annie’s world, nouveau riche folks of the Roaring Twenties like Mrs. Warbucks, with her turned-up nose and long string of pearls, are greedy phonies. Mrs. Warbucks takes Annie in from the orphanage only to show off to the “real society crowd” and constantly threatens to send her back.10 (The allegorical name Warbucks itself is like something out of Dickens: in an early strip draft that never ran, a maid explains to Annie that the couple was poor until 1917, then made their fortune selling munitions to Uncle Sam in World War I.)11 Annie, who has nothing, not even a family, is regularly shown to be more charitable than Mrs. Warbucks. After giving up her coat to the son of a down-on-his-luck man, Annie quips, “Gee, doing something for somebody makes me feel so warm inside I don’t need a coat.”12 Later, when she is back on the streets and rescues a mutt puppy—the famous Sandy—from a group of boys who are beating it, a cop says, “Bless ’er heart, the little saint.”13


That Gray cast an industrial capitalist as the kindly benefactor and patriarch of his strip further speaks to the economic and political propaganda he embedded in Little Orphan Annie. When the strip began, Gray was a populist who promoted the ideals of self-reliance and hard work above all.14 Though Annie is poor, Gray portrays her as capable of taking care of herself and making her own money when she needs to, thanks to her bootstrapping grit. Oliver “Daddy” Warbucks may be filthy rich, but to Gray he’s a worker who has leveraged the free market and—crucially—has stayed in touch with his working-class roots. “Daddy” prefers to wear slippers and shirtsleeves around the house and beats up a loan shark in order to help the Fairs (again with the allegory), an old, important family who are at risk of losing their home.


But while “Daddy” instantly takes to Annie, his role as father always comes second to his business empire and his love (like Gray’s) of the free market. He leaves for a business trip in Siberia just a month after he first meets Annie, and Mrs. Warbucks promptly deposits her back at the “home.” Gray initially wanted to have Annie remain in the care of “Daddy,” but his editor, Joseph Medill Patterson, wanted her to stay a poor orphan.15 They compromised that “Daddy” Warbucks would indeed take in Annie but would regularly disappear, orphaning Annie again and again, only to return every time to rescue her. This set the blueprint for the many remakes of Annie’s story—we want Annie to stay a young orphan who is saved in a fairy-tale ending, and we want to see her get saved over and over again. In the process, we are content to ignore the real history and contemporary experiences of children like Annie, who are not so easily “saved.”


It’s true that when all is going well for Annie, the storylines are boring, lacking tension and coasting mostly on moral lessons. The appeal of both the comic strip and the radio show based on it, which aired in the 1930s and was later immortalized in A Christmas Story, lies in the dangerous adventures that Annie and her dog Sandy undertake outside the oppressive orphanage and the supervision of adults.


Even so, Annie’s adventures are themselves repetitive. She spends about six months at a stretch off on her own with Sandy, occasionally landing back in the “home” (at one point she saves all the other orphans there from a fire while Miss Asthma flails), working to help others and making ends meet for herself while standing up for fellow little guys. In one plotline, she even makes friends with a city alderman and helps free an Italian immigrant who has been wrongly accused of stealing—totally normal for a ten-year-old. She works variously as a shopkeeper, a waitress, a circus performer, and a newsgirl and almost never attends school. Bad guys abound, and Annie is kidnapped a few times, always to be rescued by “Daddy,” who sticks around for a month or two before being called off again on business.


As the strip entered the mid-1930s, when Franklin D. Roosevelt was in office and enacting the New Deal, Gray took it down a more conservative path. Gray privately called FDR a communist and thought that the social welfare of the New Deal would crush the economy.16 Instead of loan sharks and crooked bankers, the new bad guys are incompetent bureaucrats and corrupt union presidents. Even “Daddy” Warbucks’s vanishings take on a political bent—he dies of a mysterious illness caused by “the climate” in 1944, when FDR was seeking a fourth term, saying, “I’ve lived my life according to my time and generation… probably it’s time for me to go!” When FDR himself died in 1945, Warbucks unsubtly came back to life, having faked his own death.17


Of course, subtlety was never Gray’s pursuit. Beyond the fact that he was writing for children in an art form that depends on caricatures, Gray’s goal with Little Orphan Annie was not to explore the social issue of orphanhood in America but to spread a political message about individual autonomy. If Gray had actually taken the time to study orphanages and how American children ended up there, he would have had to grapple with the limits of self-determination in an industrial capitalist society.
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Gray died in 1968, so he didn’t live to see his conservative comic strip turn into a paean to FDR in the form of a Broadway musical. The theatrical performance was designed as nostalgia for the good old days of the New Deal. Annie was the brainchild of its lyricist and original director, Martin Charnin, who saw the potential for a production in the original comic strips after stumbling upon a compilation of them in a bookstore in 1972.18 But along with composer Charles Strouse and writer Thomas Meehan, Charnin completely reinvented Annie. On the eve of the show’s Broadway debut in 1977, Charnin told the New York Times, “Notice we don’t call our show ‘Little Orphan Annie.’ We call it ‘Annie.’ We want to distinguish between Gray’s view and ours.” He emphasized that his was not a comic strip musical like Lil’ Abner but an original musical inspired by the comic strip, without a single line borrowed from its source. (This isn’t true, of course—one of the early comics contains the line “It’s the hard-knock route for us,” and the musical includes Annie’s catchphrase “leapin’ lizards!”)19 Still, if the goal of the comic strip was to spread the very American message of self-determination, the musical would become an argument for the equally American message of optimism, one that still ignored the bigger picture in favor of spinning an individualist fairy tale.


Among the distinctions from Gray’s vision: the only characters Charnin, Strouse, and Meehan kept were Annie, Sandy, and Warbucks, though regrettably the 1982 movie reintroduced two Warbucks servants—the Asp and Punjab—who are racist caricatures. The trio of creators set the show in New York City as opposed to the nameless or made-up locations of the comics. Time-wise, they settled on 1933, during the Great Depression (the musical closes with “A New Deal for Christmas,” sung by Oliver Warbucks, FDR, and the rest of the cast).


“At the time that I was writing the musical… President Nixon was in the White House, the Vietnam War was still going on, the country was in a deep economic recession, and there was a growing sense of cynicism and hopelessness among millions of Americans, including me,” Meehan wrote in a 1977 essay for the New York Times. “And it struck me that Annie could in the musical become a metaphorical figure who stood for innate decency, courage and optimism in the face of hard times, pessimism and despair.”20 In other words, like Little Orphan Annie, the musical was designed as a not-at-all-subtle American allegory. This time, Annie’s resolve to always look on the sunny side was not a plug for free will but a reminder that better days are always just around the corner—or, as “A New Deal for Christmas” puts it, “Those happy days that we were promised / are finally here.”


Whereas Gray’s comics relied on Annie constantly being orphaned, the Broadway version would find a way to give her a happily-ever-after with Warbucks without flattening the narrative arc immediately—a subplot about finding Annie’s real parents. The show opens with Annie in the dreary orphanage, laid up in the crowded dorm with other little girls wearing tattered rags, dolefully fingering the broken locket that her parents dropped her off with. She sings “Maybe,” a song of her hopes for her family, a vision of domestic bliss.


Of course, this thread of actually acknowledging Annie’s grief and yearning is short-lived. Quickly we’re introduced to the wicked Miss Hannigan, hapless spinster proprietress of the orphanage, who demands that the girls constantly tell her they love her. She wakes them up at the crack of dawn to begin scrubbing the place into shape. They set about their work and sing “It’s the Hard-Knock Life,” whose disturbing lyrics are undercut by the little girls’ high-pitched voices and the blares of jaunty horns. “No one cares for you a smidge / when you’re in an orphanage!” the girls yell, using mops and buckets as dance props and their beds as gymnastics trampolines. Watching footage of the musical now, I am struck by how bizarre it is that a song about parentless children getting kicked and having empty bellies has been beloved by generations of children.


As in the comics, Annie doesn’t spend too much of the musical under Miss Hannigan’s thumb. After a brief attempt to run away and try to find her parents, Annie is chosen to spend Christmas with Oliver Warbucks at his mansion. The industrialist quickly falls in love with her. When he buys her a locket from Tiffany’s to replace her old broken one, though, Annie bursts into tears, saying it’s the only thing she has left of her parents. Warbucks vows to find them with the help of the FBI, and the mansion workers sing “You Won’t Be an Orphan for Long,” which emphasizes that their employer’s wealth and status will make all the difference in the search: “Where other men would call it quits / And disappear / He’ll use his fortune and wits / So never fear.… You’re with a man who always wins / Trust him and he’ll prove / Mountains easily move.” Again, the problem of orphanhood is presented as being solvable with individual will, wealth, and political favor.


From there, we move on to the $50,000 reward offer on Bert Healy’s radio show and Miss Hannigan, Rooster, and Lily’s scheme to use their knowledge of Annie’s locket to pretend to be her parents. In the midst of all of this, Charnin injects a political plot point: Annie and Warbucks travel to Washington, DC, to meet with FDR, where she sings “Tomorrow” for him, her optimism ultimately inspiring the creation of the New Deal. It’s a lot, I know. Roosevelt and the Secret Service later show up at the Warbucks mansion with the news that Annie’s real parents are dead—news that is met with celebration, not grief, since this means “Daddy” can adopt her.


To tie everything up with a nice bow, the other orphans are all adopted too by Warbucks’s wealthy friends. This admission of the fact that there are many more orphans who need assistance would be welcome were it not simply used to reiterate that the solution to orphanhood is for those among us with more to make the personal decision to “save” those who have less. It’s a particularly odd choice in a musical that celebrates the New Deal, the first time our country made steps toward real social welfare for the collective good—a real solution to the real problem of orphanhood.


Despite, or more likely because of, the convoluted and overly pat plot, people ate up this nostalgic, rags-to-riches version of Annie’s story—the musical swept the 1977 Tonys, winning best musical, best book, best score, and four other awards.21 National tours started while the musical was still running on Broadway, and it premiered in the West End in 1978. Annie would later get two Broadway revivals, in 1997 and 2012, and become go-to fodder for children’s theaters, like the one my cousin was part of not too long ago.


By the time the original Broadway run closed in 1983, the movie version had already hit the big screen—Columbia Pictures paid a record-setting $9.5 million for the rights.22 The movie would further spread and cement Annie’s story as the paradigm of orphanhood and life in an orphanage. It’s a story we want to hear: one that makes us feel good about how poor, vulnerable, parentless children used to be treated. Solving their problems is as simple as rich folks choosing to spread some of their wealth; a little social welfare doesn’t hurt either but isn’t really necessary. The fates of Annie’s real parents—their poverty and deaths—don’t matter at all.
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Given the overall optimistic message of Annie, it’s not surprising that NBC decided to add it to the network’s latest string of live musicals in December 2021. The production, starring Harry Connick Jr. as Warbucks, Taraji P. Henson as Miss Hannigan, Tituss Burgess as Rooster, and Celina Smith as Annie, was updated with a multiracial cast but otherwise hewed closely to the original. It was as though diversifying the casting was the only update the story needed.


As the New York Times review put it, “Perhaps it was only proper that this musical about earnest, plain-spoken yearning arrived on TV in 2021”—after all, it was “another challenging year” of a global pandemic.23 That 120,000 American children had lost a parent or primary caregiver to Covid-19 when Annie hit our TV screens was not worth dwelling on.24 Why worry about the fates of real orphans when the sun will come out tomorrow? It’s better to keep telling ourselves this “appealingly simple” story, as the reviewer puts it.


But the true plight of orphans was never as simple as Annie’s story. Believing in it for so long has allowed us to overlook the forces that led to the swell of religious-charity-led orphanages that would control the lives of our country’s most vulnerable children and their families well into the twentieth century.


1















Chapter Two



Indoctrinating Poor Children


Perhaps the biggest fiction of Annie’s story? The orphanage she escapes is always represented as secular. Her creator, Harold Gray, was himself a practicing Protestant, but while he had no problem spreading moral parables through his comics, he left religion out of the story.1 When Martin Charnin, Charles Strouse, and Thomas Meehan updated Annie’s story for the Broadway stage, they transformed the “home” into the fictional New York City Municipal Orphanage, a name that implies public funding and oversight.2 Somehow it makes more sense that drunken, flamboyant Miss Hannigan operates under the radar of city bureaucracy rather than private benefactors, religious or not.


Setting an orphan narrative in a religious institution can be a tricky business that risks narrowing your audience, either by alienating members of other sects or offending believers themselves. But the secularization of these institutions in stories from Little Orphan Annie to contemporary American children’s books like T. J. Klune’s 2020 New York Times best seller The House in the Cerulean Sea is an odd—and total—revision of history. From the start, American orphanages were predominantly run by religious groups that felt a vocational call to care for parentless and needy children. By the mid-nineteenth century, as a series of epidemics, the Civil War, and swells of immigration and population growth born of the rise of industrial capitalism left more children in need of care, Catholic orders and Protestant-run charities were opening orphanages at a rapid clip. They served not only actual orphans whose parents had died but far more poor children with living parents, and they did so not just out of charitable benevolence but to propagate and preserve religious culture.


The history of orphanages in the United States is inextricably bound with religious charity. It was privately run and funded religious charities that first stepped in to care for dependent children, a fact that would have huge repercussions for the delayed and piecemeal development of American social welfare policy. Some of the religious charities founded in the 1800s still exist today, having adapted with the times to change their purview to foster care. They see their involvement in this space as traditionally guaranteed and sacrosanct.
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Obviously, orphans have always existed in America because there have always been children who lose their parents before they reach adulthood. In the colonial period, orphaned children typically would have been taken care of by extended family members or apprenticed or indentured in the community—put to work for their keep.3 This was well before children were seen as anything more than small adults who acted as a key source of labor within families.4 Children were still commonly indentured throughout the nineteenth century, as evidenced by James Whitcomb Riley’s “Little Orphant Annie” poem.


Still, about half a dozen orphanages opened in the 1700s, all but one of them operated by religious charities. The first orphanage in what would become the United States was established in 1729 New Orleans by a French convent of Ursuline nuns. The orphanage served a group of Catholic children whose settler parents died while fighting the Native Americans whose land they occupied.5 On the Protestant side, one of the earliest orphanages has a more notorious legacy. In 1738, Reverend George Whitefield founded Bethesda Orphanage south of Savannah, Georgia. Whitefield was one of the leaders of the evangelical First Great Awakening, a revivalist Protestant movement that spread through theatrical, extemporaneous preaching. Bethesda, Hebrew for “house of mercy,” was to serve both actual orphans and poor children who Whitefield deemed would be better off in his institution even if they had families.6 He hoped to convert the children to Methodism and train some for ministry. In other words, even one of the very first orphanages was in the business of separating families and inculcating children. When the cost and maintenance of running Bethesda outpaced both Whitefield’s fund-raising abilities and what hired servants could manage, Whitefield successfully advocated for reintroducing chattel slavery to Georgia, where it had been deemed illegal years earlier.7 Slave labor would make it possible to care for dependent white children.


In the nineteenth century, a perfect storm of conditions left behind a sizable population of children in need of care and led to a proliferation of orphanages. The first impetus was a series of epidemics that orphaned children all over the country. In 1793, yellow fever broke out in Philadelphia, killing about 10 percent of the city’s population.8 The outbreak led to the 1797 founding of the city’s first private orphanage, the Catholic St. Joseph’s Orphan’s Asylum, which sat just a block away from a potter’s field, where victims of the epidemic were buried alongside Revolutionary War soldiers.9 Cholera, meanwhile, hit the United States in successive waves throughout the mid-nineteenth century, each outbreak killing between 5 and 10 percent of the population in major cities.10 Up until the Civil War, when 750,000 men died in battle, leaving behind widows and half orphans, the cholera epidemics are estimated to have spurred the creation of the largest number of orphanages.11


But even though mortality rates were high and life expectancies were low throughout the nineteenth century, the growth of the orphanage can’t just be chalked up to parental death. During the period when orphanages were most common, the majority of children who ended up in them weren’t actually full orphans at all—a fact that shocked me at first because my experience of the label “orphan” is so colored by our stories about helpless, parentless children. Instead, during the nineteenth century, the majority of children in orphanages had one or two living parents who were simply too poor to take care of them, a situation that only became more common as time wore on. By 1890, less than a quarter of children who lived in what the US Census called “benevolent institutions”—organizations “devoted to works of beneficence… some which receive no compensation for the service rendered other than that derived from gifts”12—were full orphans; about a fifth had two living parents, and more than half had one living parent.13 During the 1930s, when the number of orphanages in America peaked at approximately sixteen hundred, only about a tenth of institutionalized children were full orphans.14 The growth of the orphanage was the product of more and more people falling into desperate poverty.


It’s especially notable, then, that in most of our favorite orphan stories, the protagonists are actual orphans with dead parents. In the musical Annie, the plot hinges on the search for the parents who left Annie at the orphanage when she was a baby—and the revelation that they are actually dead. It beggars belief that Annie is a full orphan in the early 1930s, when the vast majority of children in orphanages had living parents. We prefer the backstory of parental death to a reality where parents are unable to care for their own children. The potency of this fantasy, where children end up institutionalized because their parents have died, speaks to how much we want to avoid thinking about the desperation that poverty wreaks.
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By the turn of the nineteenth century, the early stages of industrial capitalism were beginning to upend and reorder society, landing many Americans in poverty and creating more dependent children. Wage labor spread, meaning that instead of working as independent craftsmen or farmers, many Americans were employed by others for the first time.15 An oversaturated labor market and weak unions kept wages low. To make matters worse, work was often only available seasonally, and mechanization threatened some trades.16


Industrialization also spurred mass immigration, exploding the country’s population from thirteen million in 1830 to sixty-three million in 1890, nearly a fivefold increase. People migrated into cities, swelling urban populations and further surfeiting labor markets, which drove wages even lower and made employment even more precarious. In New York City alone, the population grew from approximately sixty thousand in 1800 to half a million in 1850, with nearly a quarter million foreign-born residents.17 Immigration and migration also took people away from the families and communities that could care for their children in a time of need. If in 1850 New York City, say, your husband died, and you were not able to earn enough to support your children, you likely couldn’t ask a relative for help. Instead, you’d turn to one of the city’s orphanages.


Nationwide, orphanages were opening at a rate that proportionally outpaced population increases, growing from about 30 institutions in 1830 to more than 550 institutions in 1890.18 But they weren’t the only kind of isolationist institution that grew during the nineteenth century. During the Jacksonian era, roughly from the early 1820s to 1840, Americans reacted to the changes brought by industrial capitalism by segregating societal “deviants”—anyone who fell outside the norm, namely the poor, criminals, and the insane. These groups were institutionalized in their respective, dedicated asylums: the poorhouse, the penitentiary, and the insane asylum.19 The term asylum emphasized that the “inmates” locked up inside were deemed unable to care for themselves. Early-nineteenth-century Americans were acting on their fears in a moral panic, attributing the new “disorder” of society not to the forces of the market-driven economy, which left wage workers vulnerable to poverty and caused them to pack into cities to find work, but to a lack of willpower. But while penitentiaries, poorhouses, and insane asylums were meant to punish adult “deviants,” poor children were seen as requiring special protection—both from the society around them and from their own parents. Many orphanages during this time called themselves orphan “asylums,” pointing to a contradiction at the heart of their work. An asylum both provides refuge and assumes a need for reform.


The distinction between the “deserving” and “undeserving” poor created a special motive for charity toward orphans and dependent children. The “undeserving” poor were seen as “able-bodied” and capable of working but too lazy or undisciplined to do so. The “deserving” poor, on the other hand, were those who could not work and therefore were deemed worthy of assistance, specifically elderly widows, the ill, and the very young.


Children in particular were “deserving” because, over the course of the nineteenth century, they came to be seen as innocents, blameless for the moral flaws of their poor parents.20 The new presumed purity of children was a huge divergence from the Puritan conception that even children were marred by original sin and predestined for hell, though some portion of them would be “elect”—blessed and saved by God. In 1864, when prominent educator and Presbyterian Catharine E. Beecher wrote The Religious Training of Children in the School, the Family, and the Church, she claimed that children were not constrained by original sin. Instead, their souls and minds were tabulae rasae, and it was a (middle-class) mother’s job to educate them spiritually and stimulate them intellectually.


In the process, upper- and middle-class families went from valuing their children’s economic potential as laboring contributors to the household to prizing their children for their innocence, purity, and kinship bonds. Children became what sociologist Viviana Zelizer has pithily termed “economically ‘worthless’ but emotionally ‘priceless.’”21 The new value of childhood spurred charity for poor children, too, who were not only innocent and priceless but malleable. While charity workers may have given up on trying to reform “undeserving” poor adults, poor children stood a chance of not suffering their parents’ fates if they had a change of environment to an orphanage, where their moral character could be shaped.
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The rise of orphanages in the United States would not have occurred were it not for religious belief and the charity born of it. States and local governments didn’t start passing laws about children’s welfare or opening public orphanages in earnest until after the Civil War, and by then they were far outnumbered by private, religious orphanages. The federal government, meanwhile, did not take the first steps toward getting involved in child welfare until after the turn of the twentieth century, and not until the New Deal in the 1930s would federal policy actually begin to make an impact on the lives of poor children and their families. In the vacuum created by the lack of government care, religious charity stepped up.


The vast majority of the orphanages that opened in the 1800s were run by religious charities, and nearly all were run by either Protestant groups, which founded about 280, or Catholic orders, which led the charge with about 350. Jewish groups opened orphanages to care for their own children as well, but there were only about twenty-one of these around the country in the 1800s.22 Even supposedly “nonsectarian” private orphanages were anything but. They were actually Protestant run but pooled the resources of churches and voluntary groups that practiced different flavors of Protestantism—like Methodists, Presbyterians, and Episcopalians working together.23 Children at these orphanages were ultimately inculcated with generic Protestant teachings.


Nineteenth-century Protestant orphanages mostly came to be because of the voluntarism of middle- and upper-class Christian women, who saw it as their duty to help those who had not been so blessed.24 Charitable work—especially serving orphans and poor children—was part of women’s rightful sphere, in no small part because it extended their role as mothers, a role that only grew in importance as children became more “innocent” over the course of the century.


The story of New York City’s first private orphanage, the Orphan Asylum Society, exemplifies how middle- and upper-class Protestant women banded together to establish institutions to care for full orphans, the children of widows, and poor children. The woman who spearheaded the founding of the Orphan Asylum Society, the Scottish-born Presbyterian philanthropist Isabella Graham, was herself a widow. After her husband’s death, Graham settled in New York because she believed “that America was the country where the church of Christ would eventually flourish.”25 In 1797, she and a group of similarly faithful women started a society to support poor widows and their children. By 1806, Graham had taken in six orphans whose widowed mothers had died, and she enlisted her daughter Joanna, as well as Eliza Schuyler Hamilton—yes, of the Schuyler sisters; yes, the widow of the orphan Alexander Hamilton—to help her establish the Orphan Asylum Society in Greenwich Village.26 When orphanages fell by the wayside in the mid-twentieth century, the society adjusted its purview to foster care and, in 1977, changed its name to Graham Windham, as it exists today. Graham Windham boasts of its early history on a website that capitalizes on the popularity of the musical Hamilton: “215 years later, Eliza Hamilton’s orphanage—now a family services agency called Graham Windham—is still helping kids get their shot.”27


Catholicism, meanwhile, has always emphasized that the poor are the most marginalized, and their need should be put first. At the Catholic high school I attended after my parents died, this kind of service undergirded my education to the point that, in order to be inducted into the National Honor Society, I had to complete at least a hundred hours of volunteering each year. I packed brown bag lunches for homeless shelters, organized hand-me-downs in a local parish’s donation closet, and plated spaghetti dinners at fund-raisers for children with terminal illnesses.


Tending to the needs of poor, innocent children, with or without living parents, perfectly meets the Catholic service rubric. Like Protestant orphanages, Catholic institutions were run primarily by women. The Catholic women were not well-to-do wives and widows but religious sisters who had taken vows committing themselves to poverty, chastity, and obedience in the service of God, furthering the mission of Jesus Christ.


The first American congregation of sisters, the Sisters of Charity, was founded by Elizabeth Ann Seton in Maryland in 1809 and modeled after Saint Vincent de Paul and Saint Louise de Marillac’s French order Daughters of Charity.28 Like the Daughters of Charity, Mother Seton’s sisters dedicated themselves to caring for the poor. Soon this mission included serving orphans specifically. In 1814, Mother Seton sent three sisters to Philadelphia to care for children at a local orphanage.29 The pattern would repeat in 1817, when another trio of sisters established the Roman Catholic Orphan Asylum in New York City. Over the course of the nineteenth century, communities of the Sisters of Charity would open several more orphanages across the United States—and, notoriously, an institution for foundlings that became the Catholic answer to Protestant-run orphan trains.30 An added benefit of having nuns like the Sisters of Charity run Catholic orphanages was that, unlike the superintendents at Protestant orphanages, they didn’t expect to be paid, helping stretch budgets. In the early years of the boom, funding for both Catholic and Protestant orphanages came primarily from congregants’ and wealthy community members’ donations.31


Yet religious beliefs and altruism weren’t the only things driving Protestants and Catholics to care for poor and orphaned children. By running orphanages, they also reproduced and protected their values, indoctrinating the wards under their care and making sure that Catholic children stayed Catholic and Protestant children stayed Protestant—a mission especially relevant for children who had been separated from their parents’ religious tutelage.


At the time, Protestantism was the default religion in the United States, and anti-Catholic sentiment was strong throughout the nineteenth century and further inflamed by anti-immigrant animus as waves of Catholics—like my own ancestors—from Ireland, Italy, and elsewhere flocked to the country. It’s not surprising that many Protestant orphanages attempted to isolate, convert, and Americanize poor Catholic children at their institutions.32 This only strengthened Catholics’ motivations to open more institutions to serve their own poor and parentless children in an effort to protect their souls. The competition between Protestants and Catholics over who got to minister to the needs of vulnerable children was constant throughout this era. Both Protestants and Catholics continued establishing more orphanages in the 1890s to make sure that their poor children wouldn’t end up in the others’ hands.33 While charity might have been the overt justification for opening orphanages, the opportunity to exert religious control over dependent children was undoubtedly a strong motive.
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In fictions like Annie’s, a life at the orphanage is primarily one of deprivation. Without parents or a family to speak of, children suffer from a lack of love and belonging. That foundational deprivation is compounded by all the other things they experience—from lack of sufficient food to eat to chores they are forced to complete.


This is one arena where our cultural imagination isn’t too far off the mark. As much as orphanages in the nineteenth century tried to portray themselves as large family homes, institutions could never meaningfully stand in the place of a real home or real family. Instead, they were heavily regimented places where children were treated not as individuals but as cogs in a machine, especially at Catholic orphanages, which on average had about 140 children in care at any given time.34 This kind of congregate care meant that the day to day followed a rigid pattern, with little room for deviation.


Daily life at a religious orphanage in the nineteenth century went like this: Every morning before the crack of dawn, you’d be woken up in a large dormitory, where you slept in rows of small beds among dozens of other children. Even if the orphanage was coed, you would often only interact with children of your same sex. If you were little, the bigger kids might help you wash up (not a full bath, as that was a once-weekly group event with shared water) and dress in your rough, scratchy uniform to get ready for prayers. At the Catholic St. Vincent’s Orphan Asylum in Philadelphia, you’d attend a full mass in German every morning.35


Then you’d file out of the chapel to eat your first meal. The mush and milk that Annie eats at “the home” in the comics and the gruel that Oliver Twist infamously begs for more of are not bad estimations of what you might have been fed at breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Orphanages mostly served food that was cheap and easy to make in large quantities and did not necessarily meet children’s nutritional needs. Not until toward the end of the nineteenth century might you start to regularly encounter vegetables in orphanage dining rooms. Meat and fish made limited appearances at dinner time, often in the form of thin soups. Before and after meals, you’d pray, but in many institutions, you would have to remain silent while you ate.


While stories like Annie’s tend to leave education out of the picture—in the comics, the redhead never seems to attend school, whether inside or outside “the home”—schooling was actually how residents at orphanages spent large chunks of their days. You’d likely attend school inside the orphanage, especially if the institution was anything other than Protestant. In the mid-nineteenth century, many states had public schooling systems, but those schools were still reflective of the dominant Protestant society at large. Catholics were especially wary of public school, and the religious sisters who ran the orphanages were also tasked with teaching their charges. In the orphanage, you would learn how to read, write, and do basic arithmetic—and, most importantly to the charities funding your education, you’d get moral and religious training to shape you into a good Protestant, Catholic, or Jew.36 Your schooling would probably stall out at the elementary level, though this was true for most American children at the time.


Outside praying, eating, and learning, you wouldn’t have much time for anything other than chores, and the people who ran orphanages liked it that way: if they kept you busy, you’d have less idle time to get into trouble. Your chores would also help keep the orphanage running; essentially, you earned your keep by dusting, sweeping, and scrubbing floors (yes, as in “it’s the hard-knock life”), mending and washing uniforms, and helping cook and serve meals. This kind of work was part of your training, especially if you were a girl who was expected to become a domestic servant and later a housewife. If you did have the time and energy to step out of line, you’d be subjected to corporeal punishment—a paddling or whipping, most likely. Given that you would have been among society’s most powerless—a child with either no parents or poor parents, with no means to stand up for yourself—and that the outer world would have seen your caretakers as benevolent and selfless, you were especially vulnerable to abuse.


At its best, life at an orphanage in the nineteenth century was regimented; at its worst, it was nightmarish. But for the vast majority of children, it was temporary, only lasting one to four years on average, not their entire childhoods—another departure from some of the tales we know.37 You might at first think that this brief stay can be chalked up to the fact that children in orphanages were just waiting for adoptive parents to save them à la “Daddy” Warbucks, but this, too, is a myth. Adoption as we now know it was not much practiced before the 1920s, and at any rate most children in orphanages weren’t available for adoption. Their living parents maintained guardianship. Parents visited their children in the orphanage as frequently as they were allowed, wrote letters to caretakers and managers to keep tabs, and often paid small fees for room and board in what amounted to child support given directly to private orphanages.38 In other words, many orphanages preserved rather than severed family ties. Most children would return home as soon as their parents or other family members could afford to care for them again (or, more grimly, as soon as the children themselves were old enough to work and contribute to the household finances).39
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My own imagination had been so skewed by popular culture that I was surprised to learn that most children only spent a couple of years in institutions before reuniting with their families. When my parents died, I had assumed children who had no families at all—no parents, no grandparents, no aunts or uncles or older siblings—ended up in orphanages and had no means of leaving until they were adopted or came of age. I had been so steeped in narratives about orphanages by that point—and so sheltered as a middle-class white kid on Long Island—that I assumed the institutions still existed and that my brother and I would have ended up in one if we had been so unlucky as to have no familial protectors. Foster care was only a dim, mushy entity in my mind back then and was certainly not a system I imagined myself getting mired in.


My ignorance makes sense when you consider the big cultural myths about orphanages—that they were secular, state-run institutions; that the children within them were actually parentless—and what those myths are designed to conceal. The reality is that from the late eighteenth century through the mid-twentieth, when the last orphanages finally closed their doors, these institutions were primarily in the business of providing temporary relief for poor families by caring for their blameless children and, in the process, inculcating them religiously.


I think we prefer narratives where the children in orphanages are actual orphans with no chance of reuniting with their families because we abhor the concept of parents voluntarily leaving their children at institutions. Part of this can be explained by our tendency to apply modern ideas about childhood and the nuclear family to a historical period where they don’t belong. Yet, even in the nineteenth century, many people assumed the worst of the poor parents who utilized orphanages. They were thought to be “undeserving” and unfit, having brought their dire circumstances on themselves.


But leaving a child behind wouldn’t have been an easy choice for any of the parents who deposited their children in the foyers of religious orphanages. Asking for this kind of help would have been a last resort. Still, for many poor parents, religious orphanages would have at least ensured that their children were housed, fed, and educated and that they could stay involved in their children’s lives. It was the best option in a sea of bad ones, the worst of which was handing over your children to the poor law authorities, who would remand them to the poorhouse.






[image: image]








I had always thought of poorhouses—also known as almshouses—as British institutions. In my imagination, they were part of the system of punishment for paupers that Charles Dickens focused on in his fiction, from the workhouse where Oliver Twist suffers to Marshalsea, the Southwark, London, debtor’s prison in which Amy Dorrit grows up and where Dickens’s father was incarcerated when Charles was a boy. But America borrowed from the British model of poor laws and poor relief, and poorhouses were part of American life even before the country’s founding, serving as a deterrent to and punishment for poverty.40


Unlike orphanages, poorhouses were established not by private, religious charitable groups but by local governments, which funded them through taxes.41 They existed as part of a spectrum of solutions to the problem of poverty in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and were an extreme option, locking away the “undeserving” poor and segregating them from the rest of society. On the other end of the spectrum, most cities and states also provided what is known as “outdoor relief” to the poor, which is essentially what we would today call “welfare”—a form of public assistance meant to help the very poor.42 In some places, outdoor relief might have come in the form of actual money; in others, it might have been food or fuel. Everywhere, it was meant to keep people in their homes and communities, “outdoors,” rather than making them fully dependent on public relief “indoors” at poorhouses.43


As the social problem of poverty grew in the nineteenth century, and as attitudes about the “deserving” and “undeserving” poor deepened, outdoor relief became more controversial.44 Those who were more well-off often blamed outdoor relief for supporting, on the backs of taxpayers, the lifestyles of lazy people who didn’t want to work—an attitude that still exists today. Poorhouses presented themselves as the best way to aid the destitute because they were at once a source of relief and a source of punishment.45 The food, lodging, and quality of life offered at the poorhouse couldn’t be too good, because it would encourage more people to apply for relief and foster idleness and dependence. But life in the poorhouse couldn’t be too harsh, either, because some of the people who ended up there were “deserving” poor who truly needed help and could not work. Even so, authorities expected people in poorhouses to be productive, to essentially keep the institutions running through their labor.46 Not unlike prisons—their institutional cousins—poorhouses always had contradictory purposes and goals, and for this reason they were doomed to failure.47


A major reason why poorhouses failed? They lumped together all sorts of people under the same roof—elderly widows and people experiencing serious mental illness, alcoholics and sex workers, people who were experiencing a gap in available wage labor and people who were unable to work due to disability, and, worst of all, children.48 In 1857, the New York State Legislature called public poorhouses “the worst possible nurseries; contributing an annual accession to our population of three hundred infants, whose present destiny is to pass their most impressionable years in the midst of such vicious associations as will stamp them for a life of future infamy and crime.”49 Since poor children were beginning to emerge as redeemable and impressionable beings who needed to be nurtured in the right environment, the idea that they would be contaminated by the derelict population of the poorhouse became unacceptable.


When state and local governments finally started taking some responsibility for child welfare toward the end of the nineteenth century, it was the result of an uproar brought on by the presence of “innocent” children in public poorhouses. But because private, religious orphanages were already dominant and well established in most places across the country, public officials stepped into a tricky situation. If they wanted to get children out of poorhouses and into institutions that were more suitable for their care—orphanages—they would have to either establish their own publicly funded orphanages or subsidize private orphanages. The latter option made more sense in places that already had a robust religious orphanage apparatus, but it also put states in the business of being responsible for the religious upbringing of children—in violation of the separation between church and state.50


The conundrum of public money for religious inculcation was at its most extreme in New York State. In 1875, the state legislature passed what came to be known as the Children’s Law, which prohibited the placement of children in public poorhouses and mandated the removal of the approximately three thousand children already in them.51 Instead, children should be placed at public expense in orphanages that matched their parents’ religions—a stipulation that caused the number of private religious orphanages and the populations of children within them in the state to balloon even further. Orphanages received per capita payments from local governments, which essentially encouraged them to take in more children for more public money. The statewide orphanage population swelled from about twelve thousand to twenty-three thousand children after the first decade of the law’s enactment, with one out of every one hundred children living in orphanages by the 1890s.52 In New York City, the effect was especially dramatic: in the 1890s, one in every thirty-five children in the city lived in an orphanage.53


In New York and across the country, though, the only children deemed “innocent” and “deserving” enough to be served by orphanages were white children. For most child-saving charities, Black children were considered irredeemable—that is, if they were thought of at all. In much of the country, even as white childhood became imbued with special meaning, Black children weren’t considered children. They weren’t even considered human.
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