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Forest River Pioneer

Charmaine Villadonga

By Dorothy Bruzan

Charmaine’s horse-Black Sambo

Forest River pioneer, Charmaine Villadonga, resides at 138 Anita. Her story begins in 1936 when her
Polish/Greek mother and Spanish father bought a little farm in our subdivision from Francis Peterson,
her grandmother. They settled next door to her. Charmaine’s grandmother had no electricity, and no
running water. Charmaine’s father owned a tire service, and like most of the residents at that time was a
volunteer fireman. The fire department later became our Civic Hall. Her mother, a beautician, spent
some of her free time writing for our first newsletter, the Little Farmer, and later for the Forest River

News. The Villadongas had four children. Their daughter Charmaine was born in 1951. Her most vivid
memories are from the late 50’s and early 60’s. Her father, like many other residents, tried to live off the
land. He would hunt pheasant and quail in the woods across the railroad tracks. His hunting dogs, all
spaniels, helped him catch the wild birds. The Villadongas also liked fishing in the Des Plaines River.
Charmaine remembers catching crayfish, and bullhead catfish. Mushroom picking was another pastime
for Forest River residents. The forest by Dam#1 had an abundanceof mushrooms, especially buttercups.
Boys and girls both enjoyed fishing, and exploring around McDonald creek. Because the Villadongas
owned chickens and ducks the family always had fresh eggs, and poultry. Charmaine recalls her father
chopping off chicken’s heads, and her mother roasting the birds. The best time of the year for
Charmaine was Halloween. She would go trick or treating atop her pony Black Sambo. She was only 13
hands tall, and was trained to knock on people’s doors with her hooves. People opened the door and
Charmaine would say trick-or-treat. Charmaine also recalls the day her pony took all the clothes from
her mother’s clothes line, and trampled them. She was quite a trickster. Black Sambo is long gone but
her stable is still standing in Charmaine’s backyard. In addition to the pony, she also had a dapple gray
horse, Little Joe, and two Arabian horses that were boarded in Wheeling. Charmaine had a horse trailer
and would show her Arabian horses in Wisconsin. Since there were so many horses in our subdivision,
there was a farrier, Stanley Ahrens, on Bonnie Brae. He converted his garage into a blacksmith shop, and
shoed Forest River’s horses. Charmaine raised not only her horses, but also Persian cats and cockatiels.
Along with her friends and family, animals have always been her faithful companions.
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The landscape of the area has changed quite a bit. One memory of Charmaine’s is of her older sisters
picking corn at the Doetsch’s farm on Kensington/Foundry Road. They worked diligently to earn extra
money. Today, there is no trace of the farm. There is also no trace of Kleeman’s convenience store,
where kids could buy penny candy, and cigarettes sold for 25 cents a pack. The Kleemans lived next door
to the store. It was located where the vacant lot is for sale today on Kensington.

Back then, Friday nights were hopping in Forest River. As a young lady Charmaine liked to go to
dances at Maryville organized by Father Smith for the orphans. Adults from Forest River enjoyed dances
held at the Club House (Civic Hall). Many women belonged to the Ladies Auxiliary. They organized bake
sales, and garage sales.

Charmaine remains busy in modern times, working as a crossing guard, and volunteering at
St. Thomas Becket Church where she serves as a lector, Eucharistic minister, singer in the choir, and
tambourine player at Easter time. Nowadays, instead of a pony, you may meet Charmaine astride her
bicycle, as she makes her daily rounds with her faithful chow mix Nikko at her side.

Keep your eyes peeled for more pioneer profiles in the Ripples.
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