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Because Dina and I visited Annandale only a few months ago (Oct 90), memories have been refreshed.

Annandale, Beaver Brook Farm, Hunterdon County, N.J. Schooldays, first at Annandale Grammar school then after 'graduation'  from that at just 14 to High School in High Bridge, N.J. every morning by school bus from just around the corner of Pop & Lester Humphrey's gas station. shop and cafe.

When I started at Annandale Grammar School at the age of 13 I had already been to three different schools in the US, at Orange, N.J., Elizabeth, N.J. and Bound Brook, N.J. It had taken me awhile to adapt to American school methods, to the language, to the kids, to the totally different environment and to living with different families, all of them basically strangers, with whom I was 'boarded' by my parents. In Annandale at last we were together, living on wonderful Beaver Brook Farm. I was happy and relaxed for the first time in many years. They made me feel very welcome in Annandale and there were no problems at school that I remember, no bullies, no meanies, no challenges, no aggression. It was an all-white community, which may have made things easier. Most of the kids came from farmer families, a few had professional parents who lived in Annandale or nearby. Some were from modestly well-off families, some from small farms that seemed to be quite poor. I don't remember whether the level of teaching was very high, but I'm sure it was good. We had a lovely lady for our form mistress, Miss Eleanor Case, head mistress of the school, I believe. She was a 'spinster' as single ladies of a certain age were called in those days, and she lived with her parents in one of the big clapboard houses with porches all round, in Annandale. She was always looking crisp and fresh and never wore the same dress twice in a row. I admired her although she remained somewhat cool and aloof. But she was kind and we had a good, positive class climate.  I think it was the first year in the States that I really understood everything that was going on and learned something. I still have my report cards signed by Miss Case. They show I did well.  I was such a good child, I really was! I always behaved well, I worked, and I tried to fit in. Perhaps I was too prepared to conform and fit in; perhaps I was a bit repressed. Life had not been too easy and I always felt apprehensive when everything was going well. Too good to be true, almost. Don't rock the boat, hold your breath, don't be too happy, don't relax too much, something may be just around the corner to spoil the peaceful balance of life again. - But it went on, for a few years at least, until I had nearly, but not quite, finished High School. Then it all fell to pieces once more.

Annandale, N.J.

It wasn't a village, or a town, perhaps 'settlement' might be the right term. It was - and is - organised on a more or less rectangular ground plan with tree lined streets in a grid. At one end was the main road, two lane Highway 28 (or 29) and on the other end the railway line and a road parallel to that where could be found  the station, the General Store and the post office, Many of the houses were wonderful large clapboard family homes with porches all round which were screened in the summer. The residents really did sit there in summer evenings. On their swings and rocking chairs creaking softly, talking or just resting. Along two of the streets were smaller bungalow-type houses, perhaps lived in by those who were somewhat less well-off. In one of them, spotless and bright, lived the Lawrence family. George L. was the school caretaker. They had two daughters, slightly younger than me. The whole family was very active in the church community. G.L. and my father became good friends. Other friends in Annandale itself were families of my school mates, particularly the family of Eileen Eyler and her brother LeRoy, or Junior, as we called him. But I don't remember a lot about individual people, except for those mentioned. I have always been a 'place' person.  I can visualise Annandale quite clearly from those days, the brightly painted homey houses, the big trees, lots of green everywhere, wide streets, an air of sheltered comfort and freshness. I was a child, I saw what was good, and I did not notice the darker side of life then. Annandale and Beaver Brook Farm were like paradise to me, good and beautiful, peaceful and bright. 

The white clapboard Reformed Church was a focal point for me, visually and socially. When I saw it again last October it looked only vaguely familiar, almost as if it was a new one. It seemed just a little bit shabby in my time, but I could be wrong. I also thought it stood at a slight angle to the corner of the road, not cleanly parallel with it. The entrance, as I remember it, pointed slightly toward the corner of the street, inviting people from both roads the enter in a friendly sort of gesture. In October it seemed rather rigid and proper, less homely. It has been a long time. Now I think of it, why didn't we go inside in October? We didn't even try. The community hall was under the church, its entrance at the rear. Here the locals met frequently: Sunday School (Lester Humphrey in charge), discussion group sessions for us, the teenagers, fairs, and parties at Halloween, Christmas, and Easter for the community, and Christa Schnell practising piano several times a week after school. There was no piano at Beaver Brook Farm and I wanted desperately to learn. I took lessons with a lady in Annandale, her name now forgotten. I don't even remember what she looked like or whether she was any good. But it was something I was glad for the chance.
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Beaver Brook Farm - Christmas Card

Beaver Brook Farm was a paradise for me. I had been through some bad times after my parents left me with my grandmother in Bremen to come to America and start a new life. (I shall discuss my childhood in Germany elsewhere). Since coming to the USA, alone from Bremen, seasick all the way and in terror of not finding my parents waiting for me at the end, my parents were faced with difficulties on providing for me. I was shunted around from place to place, living with strangers as a paid boarder, sent to different schools for short periods. My parents wanted to make money as quickly as possible, which was not easy. They had come to the US just after a big crash and times were very very hard. There was huge unemployment and almost having left Germany after years of struggle and near-poverty to find themselves arriving in the States just at the time when the economy was on the floor. I don't think I was fully aware of all that, but I accepted that I could not live with them for the time being, I hoped it would not be too long before we could be together again in a home of our own. Meanwhile it meant carrying on, being good, never complaining. I know I never complained. 

But now, in 1934, life looked brighter, we were together, not in our own home as yet but living on wonderful Beaver Brook Farm with space, beauty, harmony, almost happiness. Almost happiness, I say. My father and I loved everything, the place, the people, the countryside, the towns around, the chance to breathe fresh air, and, above all, the space.

But my mother felt lonely there. I think she was a city person, loved the theatre, the shops and a different sort of people.

She could not relate to farmers and rural Americans. She had been slow to learn English, she missed her mother and her sister in Germany, she was not happy. That cast a shadow on things for us all, but it was still a far better life at BBF then we had had for many a year. And we made the best of it. Even my mother tried. I'm sure there were times when she also blossomed briefly in that beautiful place.
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Christa's Mother, Elli, at Beaver Brook Farm. 1936

The farm belonged to R.B. White, then president of the Western Union Telegraph and Telephone Co. The Whites had a son and a daughter, both in their early twenties. My parents were in their employ as a 'couple', looking after the house and the family when they were in residence. In other words, they were the housekeeper, cook, chauffeur, butler, handyman, and gardener. People were exploited in those days of few jobs, but the Whites took us on as part of their family and there was always extra help in the house for my mother when they were present. For months at a time the place was all ours to enjoy. My parents had to work hard at times; it got hot in the kitchen for my mother at Christmas and in the summer holidays when there were a lot of people to cook for. My parents treated their role almost as actors would; my mother was playing this domestic part only temporarily, my father perhaps not. He loved the place so much it became his own in a way.

Beaver Brook Farm

In the 1930s it was a beautiful place. The old colonial house was surrounded by fresh lawns, well-placed trees, trimmed hedges, and a well-kept working farm. There were Jersey cows, a flock of sheep, chickens, ducks, horses, dogs, cats. Jerry, the farmer, lived with wife and children in a house just a short space behind the main residence. Across the main road were grazing fields. An avenue of poplars led down to the Beaver Brook. One of the fields there had been set aside for the local young to play baseball on. To me it was perfection. 

I loved the main house for its air of spacious comfort, its elegant simplicity, not grand or pompous but with strong presence. It fits so well into the landscape. One is drawn to it, its asymmetrical rise and fall, diminishing gently from the central main block until it almost blends into the grounds on the springhouse side and opens into the garden with a low porch at the other end. One can instantly comprehend its functions; the centre and left side stately residential. the other way becoming humbly domestic. You cannot mistake which way to approach it to enter, the central entry porch for formal visitors, the side entrances at the other end for everyday use, for the children, for the household, for deliveries. It seems to have grown of its own accord into a perfect 'machine for living in' with a gentle grace of almost organic form. It was, of course, painted shining white.

For us youngsters and children, me and Geraldine and Arthur, the farmer’s offspring, it offered endless entertainment and possibilities. The barn was full of warm life and rich smells, even in summer when the cows and horses were grazing in the fields. There were, if I remember rightly, only six to ten cows and two horses, plus a few feral cats in the main barn. The cows were brought in for milking by Jerry and Arthur and their dog. The horses stayed out all summer long, which made them too frisky to ride easily. They had to be persuaded each time. Enough rich and creamy milk was produced to provide for both the farmer's household and the main house. And eggs. Jerry brought the fresh milk and eggs each day. My mother would skim off the cream after a few hours. Delicious. I've never yet tasted eggs like that anywhere else since then.

There were vegetables as well, fresh from the special plot behind the houses. And fruit from the orchard. And sweetcorn straight from the fields in the summer. Delicious

Life varied considerably with the seasons. We were never bored never needed to search for something to do. Activities developed naturally out of all the different requirements of running BBF and from all its natural delights.

The summers were and hot, the winters cold with frost and snow. Spring came quite suddenly and went quickly, transforming the land from the stark and crisp outlines of winter to rich, colourful succulence. 

How I loved to walk about, noting every bud, searching for wild flowers in the woods. There were yellow primroses, large velvety Violets, lacy dogwood blossoms, white and pink Orchids in early June, the greeny- yellow ladyslippers, hidden from easy discovery by the winter, layers of dead leaves and newly sprouting herbs and ferns.

The path through the woods started down by the brook behind the house, past the quarry over the bridge, on the right. It wound its way through the dense growth up to the top of the hill. There one could emerge and walk to the edge of the field on the slope.

The view was lovely, the houses and barns below, set in lawns and trees and hedges. Over the road hardly visible in its cutting, the avenue of trees and then the Beaver Brook, winding along, flanked by shrubs and willows. Beyond that the land rose again, other farms, tilled fields, some hedges and trees. The highway which now blights the area had not even been planned. The country was open, one could see a few houses but there was space. Traffic on the road was never heavy. One heard the occasional swish of a vehicle but mostly air was filled with rural sounds, birds and beasts, the tut-tut of a tractor in the fields. And on hot summer evenings. thunder and lighting and sheeting rain, cooling and refreshing everyone and everything briefly. It happened most evenings in July and August. An hour after such a storm it was hot and dry again.

During the school holidays I would help with household chores in the mornings. Sometime Mrs.White would ask me to go shopping with her. She was a tall, impressive lady, warm and friendly, plain in looks and beautiful in personality. We were good friends and I enjoyed our trips together. When there was nothing for me to do I would a spot under a tree, by the house or in the quarry, and sit and read for hours at a time. One or the other of the dogs would usually keep me company.

Sometimes school friends would come; sometimes I went out to join them for a swim somewhere, usually In High Bridge in Lake Solitude. Occasionally we would spend a few days with friends of my parents and their children in Bound Brook, N.J. But most of my school holidays were spent at home. We never went anywhere on holiday that I can remember. My mother was too intent on saving money. I never gave it a thought then, I accepted things for what they were and I was grateful to be with my parents on BBF.
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Christa (Right), Elli and Karl Mann at BBF, near the main house. Christian was the photographer.
	Winter on Beaver Brook Farm was peaceful. In fact it was peaceful all over Hunterdon County. Snow and ice slowed every activity down and all sounds were dampened. But we rarely missed school because of snow. The roads were opened quickly. Everybody turned out to clear streets and walkways. It was fun to be out in the crisp air shovelling snow. On the farm Jerry's kids and I could - our sleds down the hill of the main field and on various small slopes in the orchard and the quarry. And we could skate on the Beaver Brook. It widened into a pond at the lower end of the farm. In the summer it was quite good for swimming, in the winter the ice became thick enough for safe skating. Some of the kids from Annandale joined us there. To a city child like me it was almost too good to be true, like something from a movie. It was in those years, I think, that I developed the habit of holding in my joy or happiness, afraid that it might all evaporate in an instant like a dream or mirage if I let myself fully believe in it. All the same Beaver Brook Farm taught me the true joys of living.


Saturday afternoons in the winter I often spent in the 'den', the small cosy room where the Whites kept a collection of books and magazines and a big radio. Radio was our main source of pleasure and information, TV not having been even envisaged then. In the evenings one listened to entertaining radio shows, now legendary, with Burns and Allen (George and Gracie), Lucille Ball, Eddie Kantor, Al Jolson, Fred Allen, and lots and lots of big bands and jazz. After school there was The Lone Ranger. I always listened to that. But more seriously I listened to music in the 'den' on Saturday afternoons when there were many direct live transmissions of whole operas from the Met. In time I became familiar with a considerable repertoire of opera, performed to the highest standards by famous musicians and singers. At the beginning of these broadcasts and between acts the story of the operas, their significance, the musical qualities and history were explained. I learned a lot and was thrilled. Not being able to see only increased enjoyment, I believe, because my imagination was given free rein.

All my singers were exquisitely beautiful, the stories could take place n a huge realm of space and fantasy, villains were truly evil, lover’s sublime, heroes magnificent, and places exciting and immense. The confines of the stage did not apply. But I do remember that one could hear a lot of stomping and banging caused by the movement of the singers on a wooden-floored stage. It was the only blemish. - Much later, when I saw my first opera on the stage (Lohengrin in Bremen, in the now destroyed old opera house) I was deeply disappointed because the quality of the music and singing did not meet my spoiled taste, the diva was too fat, the tenor-hero as well and the swan wobbled.

There were not a great many books in the BBF den, but they were a good selection of classics and adventure and sometimes the Whites left behind novels currently in vogue, like Gone with the Wind, which I demolished one summer under trees in the quarry. I acquired a taste for good literature and also found a book from which I learned that babies were not brought by storks. Love to me was something wonderful and rather frightening. What I knew about it came mainly from films, which were very purified and squeaky clean in those days of Hollywood's glory. I adored the 'Stars'. We collected star photos by writing to the studios. One was sent the most marvellous glossy photos, with signatures. It something we tended to give up by the time one got to high school, but by then many youngsters had considerable collections of glamorous stills. I don't know what happened to mine.

While we were at Annandale a new cinema was built at Clinton Point. It looked like a small aircraft hangar and stood completely alone on the cross-roads. The locals welcomed it and it became a focal point of social life. There was a new film each week and most of us saw them all. My parents often took me along in the evenings. As I got older, in high school I went with school friends. The older kids began dating and, of course, the Clinton Point movie house became a favourite venue. After the film there was the local drugstore for a soda. I had very few dates, being shy and very insecure. I think the boys felt I was too bright for them; I was always on top or near the top of my class, something I tried to avoid, without success. And I didn't really want to go out with boys alone. The problem of 'necking' began to rear its ugly head as we got to be fifteen and sixteen and I wanted none of it.

	Gone with the Wind had thrilled me and frightened me. I was not ready to accept all its implications. I liked my state of purity and innocence, I think I put up barriers deliberately to give myself time. I knew I didn't know what I wanted yet and I hated being pushed into anything I was not ready to do. On the other hand I always found it difficult to be unkind or off-putting to people, so the best policy was to stay out of trouble, not to get into embarrassing situations. I had lots of friends among the girls, and a few among the boys. Once at High Bridge High School my life was full of people I liked and full of activities and challenges. Learning was never a problem, in fact as already mentioned, I found it easy and my grades were always high. In sports I was somewhat less successful. We played football and hockey and there was a good gym for indoor work. My favourite was always swimming. I don't remember a pool anywhere, but there was Lake Solitude, wonderful Lake Solitude. We went there after school in May and June. 
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An excursion from BBF


Many students had cars and one usually got a lift. The lake in those days was always fresh and clear and of a good size for real swimming. Only the best swimmers could cross over to the other side and back, most swam only as far as the wooden raft which had been provided as a platform for sunning and resting. Lake Solitude! It was so good, surrounded by woods, filled with fresh water from the small stream that came downhill from the direction of Annandale. It is the Beaver Brook? It bubbled over rocks on the way and the lake was formed by the dam which controlled the flow into High Bridge and the big factory which gave many of its resident’s employment. But from the lake you could neither see nor hear the town. 
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