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It’s 1941, and tensions are rising in the United States 
as the Second World War rages in Europe. Eleven-
year-old Gusta’s life, like the world around her, is 
about to change. Her father, a foreign-born labor 
organizer, has fled the country, and Gusta has been 
sent to live in an orphanage run by her grandmother. 
Nearsighted, snaggletoothed Gusta arrives in 
Springdale, Maine, lugging her one precious 
possession: a beloved old French horn, her sole 
memento of her father. But in a family that’s long on 
troubles and short on money, how can a girl hang on 
to something so valuable and yet so useless when 
Gusta’s mill-worker uncle needs surgery to fix his 
mangled hand? Inspired by her mother’s fanciful 
stories, Gusta secretly hopes to find the coin-like 
“Wish” that her sea-captain grandfather supposedly left 
hidden. Meanwhile, even as Gusta gets to know the rambunctious orphans at the home, she 
feels like an outsider — and finds herself facing patriotism turned to prejudice, alien registration 
drives, and a family secret likely to turn the small town upside down. 

“In this uplifting, multifaceted historical novel set in 1941, Nesbet (Cloud and Wallfish) creates 
an arrestingly strong and sympathetic character in nearsighted 11-year-old Augusta “Gusta” 
Hoopes Neubronner...Nesbet deftly weaves disparate elements—music, orphans, labor unions, 
carrier pigeons, and a magic wish—into a richly developed story set during a pivotal era in 
American history.” —Publishers Weekly (starred review) 

“The narrative style is deeply satisfying: unexpected flourishes of drollery grace the text; the 
theme of Gusta’s new spectacles-enhanced vision gracefully serves as plot point and metaphor; 
and an examination of folkloric Wishes respects both believers and doubters. Sometimes kids 
just need a book to cozy up with in an overstuffed chair, a secluded treehouse, or a nest of 
pillows. This is exactly that book.” —BCCB (starred review) 

“The dialogue is catchy, and Gusta’s internal monologues share her tremendous curiosity and 
friendliness with readers. This is a good pairing for Kimberly Brubaker Bradley’s The War that 
Saved My Life, both for the time period and its sense of pathos...Solid historical fiction with a 
memorable heroine.”  —School Library Journal
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The Role of Advertising in 1941 

In The Orphan Band of Springdale (Candlewick Press) one of the characters, a girl named Molly 
Gowen, is so proud of her family dairy, "Sharp's Ridge," that she brings it up in class all the time. 
That leads to a conversation with the teacher about advertising: 

What she heard now was Miss Hatch saying very kindly, “Molly, dear, I’m sure you will write an 
excellent theme! But do remember that your contributions to our classroom discussion do not 
always have to be advertisements.”  
 
Oh, but it would take more than a mild hint like that to shut down Molly Gowen. Molly paused 
for only a millisecond—Gusta’s pencil hovered above the long-division problem, waiting in 
some suspense—and then Molly said, “Miss Hatch advertising is patriotic—they just said so in 
the newspaper. My father read it aloud to us: ‘Especially now when the world is so full of’—
What did they say? ‘Misery,’ I think—‘Especially when the world is so full of misery, it’s good to 
get pleasant news that comes in ads!’ They said that in the paper Miss Hatch!”  
—The Orphan Band of Springdale 

 

Here is the actual item in the Sanford  
Tribune (in 1941) that inspired this scene 
 in the book!  

What makes advertising "Good News," 
according to this ad? Do you agree or  
disagree? Why? What is the role of  
advertising today? 
                              
Advertisements can tell us a lot about the 
 past. On the next page there are some 
advertisements for milk from the Sanford 
Tribune (a local paper in Maine) in 1941.  
 
Look closely at each ad: what ideas is it  
trying to associate with "milk"? What  
can you learn about life in Maine in  
1941 from these advertisements? 
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A.                                                 B.  

                  

C.        D. 

      

For the middle grade novel The Orphan Band of Springdale by Anne Nesbet (Candlewick Press).  
Content © Anne Nesbet may be freely used & copied by educators but not sold. Page 3



The Orphan Band of Springdale:  
Educators Guide: History Through Primary Sources  

What Did "Modern" Mean in the 1940's? 
The Orphan Band of Springdale (Candlewick Press) is set in American during the 1940’s. This 
was an era that prided itself in being “modern.” Here are some examples of articles and ads from 
that time period. What does each example tell us about what was considered "modern" at that 
time? (What is particularly "modern" in your world today? Do you think that thing will still 
seem modern in 70 years or so?) 

Example 1: Advertisement for a "Cooking School” 
What is the new technology this "Cooking School" wants to inform people about? 
 

For the middle grade novel The Orphan Band of Springdale by Anne Nesbet (Candlewick Press).  
Content © Anne Nesbet may be freely used & copied by educators but not sold. Page 4



The Orphan Band of Springdale:  
Educators Guide: History Through Primary Sources  

Example 2: New luncheonette opened in Sanford, Maine, in May 1941 
What makes it so "modern," according to this article? 
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Example 3: New high school! 
Sanford High School burned down in 1940 and had to be rebuilt. The Sanford Tribune describes 
all the modern aspects of the new building in articles in August and September of 1941. What 
counts as “modern” here? 
 

A. Lunchroom     B. Typewriting Tables  
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C. Chalkboards     D. Moveable Furniture 
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The "Smith Act" of 1940 ("Alien Registration Act")  
and the Effects of a Law 

In The Orphan Band of Springdale (Candlewick Press), Gusta’s father and Mr. Bertmann’s 
standing in the community and status in the country are questioned using the “Smith Act.” The 
"Smith Act" was enacted by the 76th United States Congress on June 28, 1940.  

Here is its official (long!) title:  "The Civilian and Military Organizations License Act: An Act to 
prohibit certain subversive activities; to amend certain provisions of law with respect to the 
admission and deportation of aliens; to require the fingerprinting and registration of aliens; and 
for other purposes."  

Questions: 
• What are "subversive activities"? 
• What are "aliens"? 
• What words in the Act's title make it hard to tell exactly what       

this law covers? Circle those words and phrases! 

What did the Smith Act do? 
Part 1. One section of the Smith Act changed an earlier law. That law ("The Act of October 16, 
1918") had contained a long list of ideas that the government thought were dangerous, and said 
that anyone currently holding such ideas "shall be excluded from admission into the United 
States"--and could be "expelled" from the United States if they had already entered. Here's what 
the original 1918 Act said: 
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Questions: 
• What are "anarchists"? 

• What's the difference between being a "member" of a group and being "affiliated" with a 

group? 

• There are many scary ideas in this list. Do some of them seem more or less "dangerous" to 

you than others? Why? 

The Smith Act of 1940 added 31 words to the beginning of the 1918 law:  

 

What do these 31 words change? Let's figure that out. 

Go back and look at the verbs used in the old 1918 law: "Aliens who are anarchists; aliens who 

believe in or advocate the overthrow by force or violence of the Government...." 

Questions: 
• What tense are those verbs in? 

• What difference does that verb tense make? 

Verbs sometimes make a very big difference! In the 1930s and early 1940s the U. S. 

Government wanted to deport a labor organizer named Harry Bridges. He was officially an 

"alien," because he was an Australian citizen. The U. S. Government said he had been in the 

past a member of an organization it considered dangerous, and so they wanted to use the 1918 

law to force Harry Bridges out of the country.  

But the U. S. Supreme Court said NO. The Court said that the 1918 law applied only to people 

who currently held those dangerous ideas or currently belonged to groups considered dangerous--

not to people who might have held those ideas in the past. 

And that's why the Smith Act of 1940 changed the wording of the 1918 law: "That any alien 
who, at any time, shall be or shall have been a member of any one of the following classes shall be 
excluded from admission into the United States:" 

Now someone could be denied entrance to the United States--or deported from the United 

States--on the basis of ideas they had held in the past, or groups they had been members of in the 
past. 
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From History to Fiction 
• How does this part of the Smith Act affect the story in The Orphan Band of Springdale? 

• Which character is most worried about this part of the Smith Act? Why?  

• What does that fear make him do? 

Local Effects of a National Law 
It was another section of the Smith Act of June 26, 1940, that affected the most people, 

however. The Smith Act was also called "The Alien Registration Act" because of the new 

requirement that "aliens" register and be fingerprinted: 

 

 

In local newspapers from 1940-1941, we can see evidence that this new law was being put into 

practice. On the next page, you'll see an article from the Sanford Tribune (a newspaper from 

southern Maine) from January 2, 1941. 

Questions: 
• What word is used here to describe people who are not United States citizens? What effect 

does that word have, do you think? 

• If you came from a French-Canadian family and had been living in the Sanford area for a 

long time (generations, perhaps), but had not switched your official citizenship to "United 

States," what did the new law make you do? 
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Front page of the Sanford Tribune, January 2, 1941:   
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Questions: 
• What words in this article might worry you, if you were a non-citizen in 1941? 

• What would the effect of this article be on someone who WAS a citizen in 1941? What new 

thoughts about their non-citizen neighbors might the article make them have? 

The "Smith Act” The Orphan Band of Springdale 
The Smith Act is mentioned by name on pp. 246-247 of The Orphan Band of Springdale, when 

the union organizer up from New York mentions the new law being used to deport radical union 

organizers. Gusta remembers her father being upset because the Smith Act might be used to 

send him "right back into the gnashing teeth of Germany": 

  

She remembered her father's voice, the tension in his shoulders, the way he punched one tense 

fist into the tense palm of his other hand. "There it is! They're coming after us for sure. [....] 

Alien Registration Act! Smith Act! Ha! They can call it whatever they want, but they're not 

really worried about Nazi spies--they're worried that people might start organizing in their 

factories. They'll do anything they can to deport us organizers. That's all that Smith Act is really 

about: it's about how much they want us gone.”  
 
They were going to charge August Neubronner [Gusta's father] with being an alien and a 

Communist, that's what he had said, and they changed the laws so that they could deport you, if 

you had ever been in some too-revolutionary group…  —The Orphan Band of Springdale 

The effects of the Smith Act show up at a number of different points in the novel. Can you find 

places in the story where people are talking about "aliens" or "registration" or "deportation"? 

To get you started  look at pp. 394-395). 

Questions:   

• What penalty does Mr. Bertmann face for not registering? (See the article in the Sanford 
Tribune.) 

• Why doesn't Mr. Bertmann want to register? (He gives some reasons here--and then 

explains some more on the following pages. Why did Mr. Bertmann leave Germany?) 

• In Chapter 33 Molly Gowen, one of Gusta's classmates, argues that registering "aliens" is 

"just trying to be careful" (p. 277). What is she frightened of, and why? 

Here's how Gusta responds to Molly (pp. 277-278):  

"Even if my papa came here from Germany, haven't you ever thought for one minute that some 

people might leave Germany because they don't agree with what the Nazis are doing? Haven't 

you thought for a moment how dangerous it would be, to be someone who disagrees with what 

the Nazis think? If someone like my father put his foot into Germany, you know what they 

would do? They would lock him up! And then they would probably kill him.”  
—The Orphan Band of Springdale 
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• What is Gusta frightened of, and why? 

Fear can make us do hurtful things--but it can also make us cautious (which isn't always bad)--

and it can even inspire us to be brave, despite our fear.  Almost every character in the book is a 

little bit afraid of something!  

• Can you find examples of different reactions to fear (hurtful actions, cautious actions, brave 

actions) in The Orphan Band of Springdale? 
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