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Orphan Train by Christina Baker Kline is a poignant and powerful novel that
intertwines the stories of two women from vastly different backgrounds and eras. This
compelling narrative not only sheds light on a lesser-known chapter of American history
but also explores themes of family, identity, and resilience. In this article, we will delve
into the key elements of the book, its historical context, the characters, and the profound
messages that resonate throughout the narrative.

Overview of Orphan Train

Published in 2013, Orphan Train quickly became a bestseller and has garnered critical
acclaim for its rich storytelling and emotional depth. The novel is set against the backdrop
of the orphan train movement that took place in the United States from the 1850s to the
1920s. Thousands of orphaned and homeless children were placed on trains and sent from
the East Coast to the Midwest, where they were offered up for adoption or work.

Plot Summary

Orphan Train follows the intertwined stories of two protagonists: Vivian Daly, an elderly
woman with a traumatic past, and Molly Ayer, a modern-day teenager facing her own
struggles. The narrative alternates between their perspectives, revealing their unique
experiences and the way their lives intersect.

1. Vivian’s Story:
- Vivian, originally named Niamh, is an Irish immigrant who loses her family in a tragic
fire. She is placed on an orphan train at a young age and experiences a series of foster
homes, some loving and others abusive. Her journey is marked by hardship, resilience,
and the enduring quest for belonging.

2. Molly’s Story:
- Molly is a rebellious teenager in the foster care system, struggling with her identity and
the feeling of being unwanted. When she is assigned community service to help Vivian
clean out her attic, she uncovers Vivian’s past and forms a meaningful bond with her.

Historical Context of the Orphan Train Movement

To fully appreciate the depth of Orphan Train, it's important to understand the historical
context of the orphan train movement. This initiative aimed to address the plight of
homeless children in urban areas during the late 19th and early 20th centuries.



Key Facts About the Orphan Train Movement

- Origins: The orphan train movement began in New York City in 1854, initiated by
Charles Loring Brace and the Children's Aid Society.
- Goals: The primary goal was to relocate orphaned and abandoned children to rural areas
where they could be adopted or find work.
- Impact: It is estimated that between 1854 and 1929, over 200,000 children were placed
on trains and sent to various states, primarily in the Midwest.
- Challenges: Many children faced difficult circumstances in their new homes, often
working as indentured servants or being subjected to harsh treatment.

Character Analysis

The characters in Orphan Train are richly developed, each representing different aspects
of the human experience. Their personal struggles and triumphs drive the narrative
forward.

Molly Ayer

Molly is a complex character who embodies the struggles of modern youth in the foster
care system. Her rebellious nature masks a deep sense of loss and longing for connection.
As she learns about Vivian's past, Molly begins to confront her own identity and the
importance of family.

Vivian Daly

Vivian's character is a testament to resilience. Her life story serves as a powerful reminder
of the strength of the human spirit in the face of adversity. Through her journey, readers
witness the lasting impact of trauma and the importance of finding one's place in the
world.

Thematic Elements

Orphan Train explores several themes that resonate with readers on multiple levels.

Family and Belonging

One of the central themes of the novel is the search for family and a sense of belonging.
Both Vivian and Molly grapple with their identities and the idea of what it means to be
part of a family. The novel emphasizes that family can be found in unexpected places and



that love can transcend traditional definitions of kinship.

Resilience and Hope

The stories of both protagonists highlight the resilience of the human spirit. Despite their
struggles, Vivian and Molly demonstrate the ability to overcome adversity and find hope in
their lives. This theme serves as an inspiration for readers, reminding them of the power
of perseverance.

The Impact of Trauma

The novel does not shy away from addressing the psychological effects of trauma. Vivian's
experiences as a child shape her adult life, influencing her relationships and her ability to
trust. Similarly, Molly's background in the foster care system informs her actions and
decisions. The narrative illustrates how trauma can leave lasting scars, but it also suggests
the possibility of healing and redemption.

The Reception of Orphan Train

Upon its release, Orphan Train received widespread acclaim from readers and critics
alike. Its compelling narrative and well-researched historical context resonated with a
broad audience, leading to its selection for numerous book clubs and reading groups.

Awards and Recognition

- The novel was a finalist for the 2013 Goodreads Choice Award for Historical Fiction.
- It has been featured on several bestseller lists, including The New York Times.

Conclusion

Orphan Train by Christina Baker Kline is more than just a historical novel; it is a profound
exploration of human experiences that transcend time and circumstance. Through the
vivid portrayal of Vivian and Molly, Kline invites readers to reflect on their own lives, the
importance of family, and the resilience of the human spirit. As the stories of these two
women intertwine, they remind us that no matter how difficult our pasts may be, there is
always the potential for healing, hope, and connection in the future. Whether you are
drawn to historical fiction or simply seeking a moving narrative, Orphan Train is a book
that will leave a lasting impact.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of 'Orphan Train' by Christina
Baker Kline?
The novel follows the interwoven stories of two women, Vivian, a 91-year-old orphan train
survivor, and Molly, a modern-day teenager in foster care, as they confront their pasts and
discover the power of family and resilience.

How does 'Orphan Train' address themes of identity and
belonging?
The book explores identity and belonging through the experiences of both Vivian and
Molly, highlighting how their pasts shape their sense of self and their quest for connection
and acceptance.

What historical events does 'Orphan Train' reference?
The novel references the real-life orphan train movement that took place in the United
States from the 1850s to the 1920s, when over 250,000 orphaned and abandoned children
were relocated from crowded East Coast cities to rural areas in the Midwest.

What role does the setting play in 'Orphan Train'?
The setting shifts between the past and present, with Vivian's story set during the early
20th century and Molly's in contemporary times, illustrating the stark contrasts in societal
attitudes toward orphans and foster care across generations.

How does Christina Baker Kline develop the character
of Vivian in 'Orphan Train'?
Vivian's character is developed through her memories, revealing her traumatic childhood
experiences and the resilience she builds over time, allowing readers to witness her
emotional journey and growth.

What message does 'Orphan Train' convey about family?
The novel conveys that family is not solely defined by blood relations but can also be
formed through love, support, and shared experiences, emphasizing the importance of
chosen family in overcoming adversity.
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