Forest River Pioneer Resident-

Christine Benecke

nee Bahnmaier
by
Dorothy Bruzan

| would like to introduce you to a very special Forest River resident,
Christine Benecke, nee Bahnmaier. Christine’s passion for history shows in her
daily conversations where she stills refers to Kensington as Foundry Rd, and old
houses in our subdivision are referred to with the original owners names, names
going back to the 50’s and 60’s even though most of them are long gone.
Christine’s Forest River roots go back to 1934 when her uncle, Willie Bahnmaier,
and his wife Pauline bought the Hapsburg Inn, which later on was sold, and
reopened as Kathryns. The Hapsburg Inn was popular for two reasons, it served excellent food, and it
employed many people from our subdivision. People came all the way from Chicago, some on
horseback, to eat delicious chicken dinners. Christine’s parents Emil and Rose purchased one a half acre
of land, along with the oldest house in our subdivision from Mr. Merrion in 1946. Merrion was a
gentleman farmer. He was forced to sell his estate when the stock market crashed during the Great
Depression. Since Christine’s father was a machinist, he immediately converted Merrion’s barn into a
machine shop. Chris is convinced it was a cow barn because it was painted white, and it had stanchions
to keep cows from moving during milking. Emil, a master machinist worked tirelessly in his machine
shop. The machines were humming for two shifts. Emil employed three workers. It was a busy time for
American workers when nobody knew the word “outsourced.” In 1968, Christine married Don , one of
her father’s machinists. After her parents died they took over the machine shop, and named it the DB
Machine Shop. Christine’s house is as unique as her machine shop. It is the oldest house in our
subdivision. This Arts and Crafts one story bungalow dates back to 1916. The house still has a
dumbwaiter, passing from the kitchen to the basement where Roger Touhy, local gangster, stored his
illegal booze during Prohibition. Touhy was good friends with the original owner of Christine’s house,
Mr. Merrion.

Christine fondly remembers the 1950’s and 60’s. Since there were no computer games, or cable
TV, most of the kids spent their free time outside. One of the thrills of the day was to stand by River Rd.
and throw sticks at Buicks, Dodges, and Plymouths. There was hardly any traffic. The real treat though,
was when a convoy of army trucks and jeeps a mile long passed by. All the neighborhood kids saluted
and shouted, “The army is here.” Another attraction was a neighborhood shop, the Little Store where
Dick’s is today. Kids would buy their lunch which consisted of penny candy, black jack, and bubble gum.
After the Little Store, Christine and her friends would go to Kleeman’s store that sold kites and pea
shooters. The pea shooters were used to blow a pea through a straw, and shoot out an opponent’s eye.
Many kids also occupied their time by stringing a rope on a high branch down at the bottom of Graylynn,
and swinging across the Feehanville ditch. Christine would also go with her friends to the woods across
River Rd., build campfires, and roast marshmallows. She remembers CCC log cabins, and a CCC stone
pavilion built during the Great Depression. As time went by, the buildings fell into disrepair. At three
o’clock, Christine would go back home to eat toast with butter and cinnamon sugar. Kids tried to stay
outside as long as possible. They avoided going home where their parents forced them to do chores
such as cleaning the garage, house, or feeding the animals. Summer was the happiest time for Christine
because she would spend six weeks at Tamarack’s Day Camp located on River and Morrison. The
counselors kept the kids busy with crafts, archery, swimming in the pool, dancing, singing, and
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performing skits. When Christine attended Maine West High School she acquired her passion for
horses. She joined the school’s Pegasus club, where students learned how to ride horses. Each lesson
was only $2.50. The club members rode in the indoor ring once a week, and participated in an annual
horse show. Since many people had horses in our neighborhood,
Christine decided one day in 1966 to get one, too. She asked a
neighbor to drive her to Wisconsin where she bought her first
horse for $150 from a little Indian lady. Christine took her new
friend Heidi to Forest River’s blacksmith, Stanley Ahrens, who
noticed right away that Heidi was lame. This didn’t keep
Christine from riding Heidi. The horse appreciated a 90 Ib rider
sitting on an English saddle. Christine’s father built a stable for
Heidi next to the garage. The stable with the sign “Heidi” is still
standing, and is a constant reminder of a happy past. Heidi gave
birth to Heather. After Christine got married, Heidi had a colt
named Sonny. Horses in Forest River in 1950’s and 1960’s were ; ‘ % R
as popular human companions as cats and dogs are today. * s e
Christine’s love for horses has never waned. Since the upkeep of

a horse is very costly, she’s now settled for smaller horses, she started collecting model horses. Today
her collection consists of about 500 models. Her last addition is a model of an Irish horse that she saw
jumping hurdles on TV. Despite such an extensive collection, Christine couldn’t help buying one more
horse. She justified her purchase by saying, “Buying the model was as close as | can get to a big jumper.”
Today Chris no longer rides horses in Forest River. She occupies her time by volunteering, going to flea
markets, and gardening. As of December, Christine’s life has changed drastically. Her daughter gave
birth to twin boys, and Christine is planning to devote 100% of her time to her grandchildren. We would
like to thank Christine for the fantastic job she did working as treasurer and secretary of the Civic
Association. ’
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