
ADVANCED HISTORICAL FICTION INQUIRY 

NOTHING ELSE BUT MIRACLES 

Historical & Cultural Context Investigation Packet 

CENTRAL IDEA 

When does help become a miracle—and how do courage, community, place, and hope work together 
during uncertainty? 

Resource Information 
Novel: Nothing Else But Miracles by Kate Albus 

Setting: Manhattan's Lower East Side during World War II 

Designed for: Advanced readers in grades 4–7, with adaptable supports 

TEXT USE 

Use a teacher-approved copy of the complete 22-chapter novel. This resource supplies original 
prompts and no reproduced passages. 
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How to Use This Packet 
This packet helps readers test the novel's 1944 setting against reliable historical evidence. Each file supplies 
context, an investigation task, and a transfer question. Complete files when they illuminate the current reading 
mission; do not front-load every fact. 

Historical thinking mission 

Determine which parts of the novel are historically grounded, which are plausible inventions, and how 
the author transforms real places into story. 

Investigation Rules 
●​ Observe before interpreting. 
●​ Record creator, date, source type, audience, and purpose. 
●​ Distinguish source evidence from inference. 
●​ Corroborate important claims. 
●​ Cite the source link and access date. 
●​ Use historical difference to deepen—not merely fact-check—the novel. 

Packet Files 

File Focus 

1 New York City and the Lower East Side in 1944 

2 World War II home front and family separation 

3 Castle Clinton: aquarium, demolition, and preservation 

4 Fulton Fish Market and neighborhood labor 

5 Housing, young caregivers, and informal support 

6 Food, rationing, restaurants, and mutual aid 

7 Coney Island, movies, and wartime recreation 

8 Service flags, letters, uncertainty, and public symbols 

9 Historical-fiction accuracy audit 

10 Place-based inquiry and source log 
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File 1: Lower Manhattan in 1944 

Context 

The novel's neighborhood sits within dense networks of homes, schools, markets, restaurants, docks, 
transit, ethnic communities, and public landmarks. Distance on a map does not equal ease of travel, 
safety, or social access. 

Map Investigation 
1.​ Locate the Lower East Side, Battery, Castle Clinton, Fulton Fish Market/South Street, Empire State Building, 

Brooklyn Navy Yard, Statue of Liberty, and Coney Island. 
2.​ Estimate walking or transit relationships; label water boundaries and bridges/tunnels. 
3.​ Mark spaces connected to food, work, government, recreation, shelter, and memory. 

Systems Question 
How does the city's physical arrangement make the siblings both vulnerable and resourceful? 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 

Source Start 
NYPL Digital Collections map and photograph search: https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/ 

NYC Municipal Archives gallery: https://nycma.lunaimaging.com/ 

Advanced Historical Fiction Inquiry  •  3 



NOTHING ELSE BUT MIRACLES  |  HISTORICAL & CULTURAL CONTEXT INVESTIGATION PACKET 

File 2: World War II Home Front 
By 1944, families in the United States were living with military separation, rationing, war work, casualty news, 
scrap drives, bond campaigns, and uncertainty. The home front was not separate from the war; households 
changed consumption, labor, communication, and routines. 

Evidence Categories 

Category Evidence to Find Novel Connection 

Separation Letter, service record, photograph, or diary How absence changes family roles 

Rationing Coupon, poster, recipe, or household guidance How food and money require planning 

War work Poster, factory record, or oral history How city labor supports the war 

News & uncertainty Newspaper, radio transcript, or family account How people learn—and do not learn—what is 
happening 

Source Start 
Smithsonian, A House on the Home Front: 
https://americanhistory.si.edu/explore/exhibitions/within-these-walls/online/scotts 

Library of Congress, World War II collections: https://www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/fsa/ 

Transfer 
Which wartime pressure is most visible in the family system—and which remains mostly outside the story? 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
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File 3: Castle Clinton 
Castle Clinton began as an early nineteenth-century harbor fort, later served entertainment and immigration 
functions, and became the New York Aquarium in 1896. The aquarium closed in 1941 amid plans connected to a 
Brooklyn–Battery crossing. The structure faced demolition, but wartime conditions and preservation efforts 
shaped its survival. 

Evidence Trail 
4.​ Create a four-stage timeline: fort, entertainment/immigration, aquarium, threatened demolition/preservation. 
5.​ Compare a pre-1941 aquarium image with a 1940s image or plan. 
6.​ Identify what Dory could plausibly encounter in 1944 and what belonged to an earlier or later period. 

Source Start 
National Park Service, Aquarium Era 1896–1941: https://www.nps.gov/cacl/learn/historyculture/aquarium-era.htm 

National Park Service, Castle Clinton overview: https://www.nps.gov/places/castle-clinton-national-monument.htm 

Interpretive Question 
Why is a partly dismantled, historically layered place an effective setting for Dory's private conversations and 
hopes? 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
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File 4: Fulton Fish Market 
The Fulton Fish Market operated in Lower Manhattan from the early nineteenth century until its move to the Bronx 
in the twenty-first century. It was a wholesale system shaped by docks, streets, merchants, workers, restaurants, 
transportation, early hours, and perishable goods. 

Market as a System 

Input Work Movement Community Result 

Fish and seafood    

Information    

Labor    

Credit / trust    

Leftovers / meals    

Source Start 
NYC history noting the market's Lower Manhattan location since the early 1800s: 
https://www.nyc.gov/html/om/html/2001b/pr370-01.html 

South Street Seaport Museum collections: https://southstreetseaportmuseum.org/collections/ 

Transfer 
How does the novel turn an economic network into a network of care? What might that transformation simplify? 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
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File 5: Housing, Age & Informal Care 
The Byrne siblings' situation raises historical questions about rent, landlord authority, minors' legal vulnerability, 
child welfare, privacy, neighborhood knowledge, and informal caregiving. Laws and practices varied; avoid 
assuming that a modern procedure operated identically in 1944. 

Inquiry Questions 
●​ What authority could a landlord exercise over tenants? 
●​ What agencies or charitable organizations addressed child welfare? 
●​ How might older siblings and neighbors provide informal care? 
●​ Which risks would make families hide their circumstances? 

Source Evaluation 

Source Found Jurisdiction / Date What It Establishes What It Cannot Establish 

    

    

    

    

 

Legal-history caution 

Do not state a precise 1944 rule unless a New York source from the relevant period confirms it. The 
novel's threat can be analyzed without inventing legal certainty. 
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File 6: Food, Rationing & Mutual Aid 
Food in the novel is material evidence: it reveals rationing, work, money, ethnicity, routine, generosity, pride, and 
the difference between receiving help openly and hiding need. 

Food Evidence Log 

Food / Meal Who Provides It? Need Met Relationship or Meaning Historical Question 

     

     

     

     

     

Investigation 
7.​ Find one federal rationing artifact. 
8.​ Find one 1940s recipe or household adaptation. 
9.​ Find one source about restaurants, markets, or neighborhood food work. 
10.​Explain how formal rationing and informal generosity could coexist. 

Source Start 
Smithsonian home-front household evidence: 
https://americanhistory.si.edu/explore/exhibitions/within-these-walls/online/scotts 

National Archives World War II posters: https://www.archives.gov/exhibits/powers-of-persuasion 
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File 7: Recreation During Wartime 
The Empire State Building, movie theaters, school dances, and Coney Island create spaces for wonder and 
ordinary childhood. Recreation did not mean that families forgot the war; it could provide relief, social connection, 
fundraising, newsreels, memory, or painful contrast. 

Compare Two Places 

Feature Empire State Building Coney Island 

Physical perspective   

Cost / access   

Who is present   

Emotion created   

Wartime reminder   

Narrative purpose   

Source Start 
Library of Congress photographs: https://www.loc.gov/pictures/ 

New York Public Library Digital Collections: https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/ 

Claim 
In the novel, recreation is important because… 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
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File 8: Service, Letters & Public Symbols 
Families displayed symbols of military service, waited for letters, followed incomplete news, and interpreted ships, 
uniforms, flags, and harbor activity through private hope and fear. 

Evidence Questions 
●​ What did a service flag communicate publicly? 
●​ What information could wartime letters include or omit? 
●​ How did censorship, delay, and uncertainty shape family interpretation? 
●​ Why might a harbor become a place of both evidence and projection? 

Source Start 
Smithsonian service-record and home-front materials: 
https://americanhistory.si.edu/explore/exhibitions/within-these-walls/online/scotts 

National Archives, military records overview: https://www.archives.gov/research/military/ww2 

Novel Transfer 
Choose one symbol or message. Explain what it proves, what characters hope it means, and the gap between 
those two things. 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
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File 9: Historical-Fiction Accuracy Audit 
Novel Detail Chapter Historical Source Confirmed / Complicated / 

Invented 
Interpretive Importance 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

Audit Claim 
The novel's historical setting is most effective when… 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 

One place where invention or compression strengthens the story is… 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 

One place where a reader needs additional context is… 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
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File 10: Place Biography 

Selected Place 
Name the site and explain why it matters. 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 

Timeline 
Identify at least four changes in use or meaning. 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 

Evidence Set 
List one map, one image, one institutional source, and one additional source. 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 

Novel Transformation 
How does the author reshape the place for story? 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 

Public Interpretation 
What should a visitor understand after seeing your product? 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Source Log & Reliability Check 
Source / Link Creator & Date Type / Purpose Evidence Used Limits 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

Reliability Questions 
●​ Who created it, when, and for whom? 
●​ Is it primary, secondary, institutional, commercial, or user-generated? 
●​ Does it show, describe, interpret, persuade, or sell? 
●​ What other source corroborates it? 
●​ What remains unknown? 

Best-source rule 

Prefer museums, archives, government historical sites, libraries, scholarly institutions, and clearly 
documented collections. A polished webpage is not automatically reliable. 
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