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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.
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