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I well remember the day third cousin Susan Wood Witt found me, though I don’t recall the year.  We have 
become friends, as well as cousins, emailing daily.  In 2010, I visited her home in Fairbury, Nebraska---one of 
those magical trips that I think back on so fondly.  One very special part was that Susan took me to nearby 
Beatrice to visit with Virginia and husband, Joe, and to share family pictures.  As far as I recall, this was only 
the third time I had seen Virginia and the second for Joe (the first at their wedding).  I am so grateful this 
delightful visit happened! 
 
To back up to the beginning of this story, out of the blue, Susan cold-called me…wonderful she did what she 
did to find me.  It was through my only first cousin, Virginia Lee Hendee Robertson, and that episode possible 
only thanks to Virginia having saved a Hendee family tree chart I sent her in 1972.   My cover letter for it had 
the phone number that I retain to this day.  With Cousin Susan being into genealogy, she reached out to one 
source she knew might be helpful in her search for additional Wood family roots!  
 
And back even more, my great grandmother, Lucinda Wood, married my great grandfather, Clark Kendrick 
Hendee.  Lucinda was the sister of Susan's great grandfather, Harvey Wood.  To even further connect, Lucinda 
and Clark raised two of Susan's great grandparents' children after Harvey and Cynthia died of typhoid fever.  
(See family tree at the end of this story for relationships.)  
 
As I read through the accumulated accounts I combined for this story, I am reminded that it is thanks to the 
orphan train girls that Susan and I even connected, as will soon be seen.  One thing can sure lead to another, as I 
have so often found in genealogy. (A tidbit--   For many years, I took Genealogy Class at the Manteca Senior 
Center.  My then-teacher, Lavonna, said that it is generally third cousins who find each other in searching for 
relatives with whom to share their hobby.  Right she was!)   
 
Susan and I have shared much family history, my having learned a great deal from her of the Wood line (though 
I did have some information from Grandma Hendee {Jennie Florence Seitz Hendee}).  I also added very 
interesting information about my own Hendee line, Susan having had connections, as you will read.   
 
I don’t recall how the subject of the orphan train girls came up between us, but am so glad it did.  It was either 
from this family story or vice versa that I did several presentations on the fascinating subject in genealogy class; 
class members brought in their own personal knowledge and additional research information.  I shared a DVD 
from Netflix.  So, what are "orphan trains?" I will provide a brief overview, and for those interested in the 

subject, there are numerous movies, books and online 
information out there. 
 
Wikipedia tells us:  "The Orphan Train Movement was a 
supervised welfare program that transported orphaned and 
homeless children from crowded eastern cities of the United 
States to foster homes located largely in rural areas of the 
Midwest. The orphan trains operated between 1854 and 
1929, relocating about 200,000 orphaned, abandoned, or 
homeless children.  The children were transported to their 
new homes on trains that were later labeled 'orphan trains.'  
This relocation of children ended with the beginning of 
organized foster care in America." 
 



 
The term "orphan train" was not used at that time, one reason being, "less than half the children who rode the 
trains were, in fact, orphans, but. as many as 25% had two living parents. Children with both parents living 
ended up on the trains — or in orphanages — because their families did not have the money or desire to raise 
them or because they had been abused, abandoned or had run away.  And many teenage boys and girls went to 
orphan train-sponsoring organizations simply in search of work or a free ticket out of the city."  The trains 
passed through mid-western towns, where the town and country folks came to meet the trains, inspect the 
fancied-up children, and decide whether or not to take any into their homes.  Those left over were put back on 
the train to try again in the next town.  The children were often displayed on a raised theater stage, hence, the 
term "put up for adoption."  

                                 orphan train children of St. Cloud  
              "dressed up and ready to go"  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 



This story was one of many family history tales I had on my long list of narratives to record for posterity.   It 
jumped line to number one at this time because a friend, LaDean, suggested a book, My 
Notorious Life by Kate Manning.  It sounded good, so I ordered it from the library, 
enjoying true accounts.   Little did I know it would drop me back into the buried orphan 
train topic, the  subject of the book, 13-year old Axie, having endured this experience in 
1860---and, as above, she with a living mother.  She went kicking and screaming, but, go 
she did.  Axie decried the man responsible for her fate, Charles Loring Brace, whom I 
researched the day after making his acquaintance in this fascinating book.  "He was 
considered a father of the modern foster care movement and was most renowned for 
starting the Orphan Train movement of the mid-19th century and for founding Children's 
Aid Society," one of three organizations that participated in the orphan train project.  

Charles Loring Brace 

 
This worked out just as you might 
imagine---some wonderful success 
stories and some just the opposite, 
children being taken in by people who 
wanted more of a servant than a 
welcomed child.  Some of the movies 
and books provide accounts by actual 
people having gone through this 
experience, with the memories of 
treatment varying widely.  I have yet 
to learn of Axie's times, though I 
know she was separated from her two 
siblings.  
 
I emailed LaDean that I was beginning the book and that it tied in with a piece of my own family history, she 
being a reader of my stories.  She asked if I had written up this one, and I said, "Not  yet, but, I will now!"  
 
OK, now that we know Axie--let's move on to our line and meet Inez and Beulah.   
 
First, Lucinda and Harvey's parents were Silas Wood and Martha Blanchard Wood.  Another of their children 
was Minerva Wood (Cooley), sister to Harvey and Lucinda.  
 
Also mentioned in Susan's story is Ethel Hendee, wife of my uncle, Harold Harlow Hendee (my father's 
brother).  Uncle Harold and Aunt Ethel were the parents of Virginia, through whom Cousin Susan contacted 
me.  
 
Here is the piece of family history that Cousin Susan brought into my life some years ago: 
   
"Minerva and (Reverend) William Cooley had no children of their own.  They raised William’s orphaned niece, 
Ellen (Ella) Cooley, as well as two of the children (Mary Adelaid Wood and Albert Harmon Wood) of Harvey 
and Cynthia Tappan Wood, who both died of typhoid fever, soon followed by their infant son (Lewis Andrew 
Wood).  Lucinda and Clark Kendrick Hendee raised two others (Silas Homer Wood and Ellen {Nellie} Tappan 
Wood). The two oldest of the Harvey and Cynthia Wood children (Alice Martha Wood and Olivia {Libbie} Eva 
Wood) went back east to live with their grandparents, Silas and Martha Blanchard Wood.  Ellen (Ella) Cooley 
Palmer and husband Jot Palmer had some kind of blood factor causing them to produce at least four full-term, 
big, healthy-looking, but stillborn, infants.  Ella was 'going nuts.' An orphan train came through Friend 
(Nebraska), and Ella and Jot went down. They got a girl named Inez off the train. She was six months old and 
came from an orphanage in New York. The next year, they went back and got Beulah off another train.  The 
girls were not sisters.  Both girls graduated from Friend High School and went on to Lincoln at the University 



of Nebraska, which was unusual in those days. That is when Ella and Jot moved to Lincoln.  Inez met and 
married Frank Olson.  I began visiting the Olson home at age 4½ when the family moved to Friend.  The visits 
continued into adulthood until Inez died.  Inez was very secretive about coming off an orphan train. Her own 
children never knew until after she died when they found some things in her cedar chest.  And, I always knew.  
When we studied about the trains in fourth grade, I was the only one who actually knew someone who had been 
on the trains. It just never came up in conversation. Then Inez' youngest daughter (Beulah June/BJ) got upset at 

me for never telling her.  It wasn't my place to tell her!  Frank died 
when I was pregnant with Mark.  At the service, I had on my black 
ruffled skirt, and the button popped off the waistband. BJ got me a 
safety pin.  She is the last living child of Inez and Frank.  She lives in 
Lima, Ohio and is 6 or 7 years older than I am, but we were always 
close.  Inez and Frank had four children, the others named Robert, 
Frank, Jr., and Margaret.    Beulah had lived in Denver, so I only saw 
her once in a while  She was beautiful…tall, well built, and with curly 
red hair, much prettier  than Inez.  Paul Leisher was Beulah's husband.  
I knew him well. They did not have children.  My cousin-by-marriage, 
Ethel Hendee, also visited the Olson family, thereby meeting me.  
Ethel was good friends with Inez Palmer Olson, whom we considered 
relatives.   Albert and Mary thought of Ellen, as 'sister,' being raised in 
the same home.   Inez regarded my grandfather (Albert Harmon Wood) 
as her cousin, so we kind of inherited the family and saw them a lot.  I 
didn’t know Harold at all and only met Virginia years later after she 
moved to Beatrice.  Inez called Ethel her 'cousin,' which I guess she 
sort of was.   I remembered the Hendee name and, years later, looked 
up 'Hendee' in the Lincoln phone book, reaching Ethel’s daughter, 
Virginia, just as they were vacating Ethel’s house following her death-
--caught her just in time, as Virginia referred me to you (Cynthia) for 
my genealogical pursuits."  

 
Inez Palmer Olson (provided by Susan Wood Witt)     
 

As to my relationship with Inez and Beulah, IF Minerva and William adopted niece, Ellen/Ella, and if Ella and 
Jot adopted Inez and Beulah, a study of the family tree looks like I would legally be a 2nd cousin, 1x removed to 
the girls who came into our family on the orphan trains.   If one or both legal adoptions did not happen, then this 
would be an informal relationship.  Cousin Susan assumed that adoptions weren't legally done in those days.  
She knew a person who lived in Kansas where the sheriff signed a paper saying the adoptive parents were "good 
people and could raise the child."  What we learn from this genealogy hobby!   

 
And, so we see one of the happy-ending tales of the orphan trains, Inez and Beulah apparently having had a 
good life with loving parents, coming about by the kindness of others:  Minerva and William raising orphaned 
Albert and Mary, plus orphaned Ellen/Ella, and then Ella taking in train orphans, Inez and Beulah.  Life-
changing for future generations of Inez' line---always interesting to think of what needed to happen all the way 
back to the beginning of time for each of us to be here--chance circumstances in most instances.  I wonder if the 
future descendants of Inez will ever know of their true heritage.  But, we do and can think of the thousands of 
lives changed immeasurably by those who began the almost unbelievable idea of transporting poor children 
from the streets of New York City and elsewhere to the farmlands of the Midwest.   
 
And, now a family tree to tie all these names together~~~ 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
  


