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Andre Dominguez, Bloomsburg, Pennsylvania

Wagner Boys on the Orphan Train
rphan Trains transported tens of
thousands of underprivileged children from New York City to rural areas
across the United States from 1853 to the
early 1930s. Although called Orph~n
Trains, they not only transported orphans
but also other children who lived in difficult family situations. As many as 25
percent of the Orphan Train children had
two living parents1 and this was the case
with the Wagner brothers.
This Orphan Train story is different,
becau se the four Wagner brothers were
not the typical children from New York
City. They lived in a small town in central Pennsylvania. In addition, these four
brothers were not abandoned, but were
put on an Orphan Train by their sister,
Agnes, who was concerned about their
welfare in an unsettling family situation:
Agnes Summers (Wagner) Neff was
born in Bellefonte, Centre County,
Pennsylvania, on 9 October 1876 and died
in Lancaster, Fairfield County, Ohio, on
4 Dec 1963. Her pare nts were John Ad~
ams Wagner (b. 12 Apr 1850, d . 7 Feb
1915) and Sarah Emeline (Lenoir) Wagner
(b. 15 Aug 1859, d . 18 May 1953) who
lived in Bellefonte. For their entire marriage they resided in the same two-story
frame house John had built . The couple
had 16 children and all except Agnes,
who was the eldest, were born in the
house their father built.
John Wagner was born in Columbia,
Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, and
eventually traveled to Bellefonte, ostensibly , looking for work. Sarah had been
abandoned as a baby, adopted by Mr. &
Mrs. Frank H. Lenoir, and grew up near
BeUefonte. She and John met and were
married in Bellefonte on 22 February
1875. John was essentially a laborer and
also one of the first mail carriers in Bellefonte .2 It is of interest to note that Sarah's
biological mother (surname Steckler) left
the Bellefonte area after abandoning her
baby and moved to Illinois where she
married a Mr. Walmarth and raised 12
children.3
John Wagner was well known fo r his
hunting and fishing abilities, and was
apparently a good fellow for the men of
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The Wagner Children

"Although called Orphan
Trains, they not only
transported orphans but
also oth~r children who
lived in difficult family
·situations."
wealth in Bellefonte to invite along for
local hunting and fishing trips. Unfortunately , these same men had a constant
supply of liquor , which turned out to be
John Wagner 's weakness. As John's son,
Wesley Wagner, remembered, "There
was never a better father ever lived when
sober, nor a meaner man when he was

drunk, which was all the time when he
could get liquor of any kind. » 4 John's
drinking problem continued for many
years. By 1902, the home situation was so
poor that Agnes, the eldest daughter, felt
something had to be done for the- welfare
of the younger boys.
Agnes Summers Wagner was 26 years
old in 1902 and worked for the Brace
Farm School thac was part of the Children's Aid Society (CAS) in New York
.·1
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City. The CAS was an organization that
sent abandoned children, primarily from
New York City, to couples who wanted
them, mainly in the Midwest at that time.
In May 1902, Agnes arranged for four of
·her brothers, William "Bill" Laurie Wagner (b. 22 Jan 1888 , d. 11 Oct 1956),
Wesley Gephart Wagner (b. 5 Sep 1889,
d. 26 Feb 1972), Arthur "Art" Roddy
Wagner (b. 22 Dec 1890, d. 28 Mar
1979) and Earnest Augustus Wagner (b.
31 Aug 1892, d. 30 Apr 1969) to go the
Brace Farm School. This fann school,
founded ca.1894 in Westchester County,
New York, was established to teach children the basics of milking, livestock care,
planting, and picking5 so they could become acceptable farm workers. Before
they boarded the Orphan Train headed
west, their sister Agnes stipulated that her
brothers keep their Wagner family surname.
Orphan Trains like the one the Wagner
brothers rode , transported approximately
250,000 underprivileged children to rural
areas, from New York City , between
1853 and the early 1930s.6 The Orphan
Train concept h ad been started by the
CAS, 24 Saint Marks Place, New York,
and was organized by Reverend Charles
Brace, a Protestant minister from New
York. While not all the children originated from the CAS (there were other organizations that were associated with the
Orphan Trains), the CAS placed the largest number, estimated at 105,000 children.7 According to a 1977 Reader's
Digest story , most of the children were
sent to sparsely populated or agricultural
areas. Boys in particular were needed for
farm chores. Local newspapers would
publish the time of the train's arrival and
conditions for receiving the children.
Children were selected on the spot to be
accepted into families on what might be
called a bond-servant basis.
During the days of the Orphan Trains,
groups of orphans would be put in railroad cars with an adult supervisor, usually
a woman, who lived with the children
during the trip. Most of the children were
without parents and had been living in the
streets. After they were selected for an
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Orphan Train, the children were given a
bath and their clothing was fumigated. A
large cardboard tag, bearing the name,
age, place of birth (if known), religion,
and whether they had a living parent, was
then securely attached to their clothing.
When the train pulled in, the children
would exit to be lined up and displayed
beside the railroad. Farmers would select
the children they wanted and the remaining children would be herded back onto
the train for a trip to the next scheduled
stop. There were times when there would
be only one child left at Lhe final stop.
When the last child had been taken, the
supervisor would head back to New York
to prepare for another trip. Eventually ,
when New York State began to arrange
other means of caring for orphans, the
Orphan Trains ended.
The book, Nebraska, Where Dreams
Grow, 8 tells that the trip west was long
and traumatic for the youngsters who
would worry about their fates. This book
goes on to recount that many orphans
found themselves treated diffe rently from
other children in their new environment.
They were often ostracized and not allowed to play with local children . This
treatrnenc reflected the Victorian philosophy that children of unknown parenta ge,
especially those whose parents presumably
were unmarried, had tainted blood and
that the sins of these parents would be
transmitted to their children. Isolation and
frequent bearings were not uncommon for
those orphans.
The Wagner brothers, William, Wesley, and Arthur, had been at the Brace
Farm School for only two weeks when
they were put on a train. They arrived in
Exeter, Nebraska, on 2 June 1902. Earnest was to have come also, but he had
remained in New York City for a double
hernia operation. William went to live
with the Cushmans, about a half mile
south of Exeter, Wesley went to live with
the George K. Gillen family on the west
edge of Exeter, and Arthur went to live
with Bill Songster about three miles south
of Exeter. It is not known where Earnest
was later "received, " but all four were
under the supervision of the Children's
Home in Omaha. A representative came
to Exeter occasionally to check on the
boys.
Wesley Wagner wrote that he later
lived witl1 tl1e William J. Williford family

company. He lived the rest of his life in
Houston and died there in 1969.
The descendants of the Wagner brothers are aware of this Orphan Train story
which is just one of the many fascinating
stories of Orphan Train children.
Author's Note: The birth and death
date data were extracted from various
personal sources, e.g., death certificates,
U.S. censuses, obituaries and personal
accounts from surviving descendants.
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in Tobias, Nebraska, where he was accepted as one of the family . This was in
sharp contrast to the harsh treatment many
Orphan Train children had experienced.
According to the book, Nebraska, Wfzere
Dreams Grow, Wesley was nicknamed
"Boots" because of the ill-fining boots he
wore when he got off the train. Dick
Wagner, Wesley's oldest son, said that the
story about "Boots" was incorrect. Dick
told this author that the reason Wesley
was called "Boots" was because he wore
his barn boots to school. Most ot11cr boys
wore Oxfords. Wesley did not have
enough time after doing his morning
chores to completely change before going
to school. After Wesley completed his
high school education in Tobias, he graduated from the University of Illinois, and
went on to become a teacher in Burwell,
Nebraska. 9 He married his foster sister,
Hazel.
These four Orphan Train brothers were

"Farmers would select
the children they wanted
and the remaining
children would be
herded back onto the
train for a trip to the
next scheduled stop"

300.
6. ibid. ' 149.
7. ibid. , 149.
8 . Dorothy Weyer Creigh, Nebraska,
Where Dreams Grow (Lincoln, Nebraska,
Miller & Paine, Inc. , 1980), 70-75.
9. Creigh, Nebraska, Wfzere Dreams
Grow, 74-75.
[Andre Dominguez lives in Bloomsburg, Pennsylvania and is a descendant of
Hugh Benjamin Wagner, who was an
older brother of the four Wagner Brothers
who were put on the Orphan Train. Andre
has been doing genealogical research for
over 15 years and has always found the
story of the Orphan Train fascinating .
You can reach him at < andre@prolog.
net>. The FORUM editor thanks FGS
director Bobbi King for the referral of this
photograph and story.]

called to military service during World
War I, and to some extent their futures
were shaped by that war.
William Wagner returned to Nebraska
where he worked as a Stationary Engineer
in the maintenance departmenc at Gold &
Company. William died in 1956 in Lincoln, Nebraska.
Wesley Wagner also returned to Nebraska where he became a high school
agriculture teacher. Wesley died in 1972
in Burwell , Nebraska.
Arthur Wagner returned lo California
and worked for a gold mining business.
He was well known for his excesses in
drinking liquor and he died in 1979 in
Sonoma, California.
After being wounded during the war,
Earnest Wagner was sent to an Army
hospital at Camp Logan in Houston,
Texas. While there he met his future wife,
married, and he ran a furniture finishing
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