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Life at the Buell Farm 
From the Autobiography of Marian Vredenburgh  

     In March of 1922 seven year old Marian Vrendenburg 
came to live with the Herbert Buell family on their farm in 
Eastford.  Marian was born on September 18, 1914, the 
fourth of five children, to Clarence Vendenburg of New 
Hartford, and Elizabeth Delany of New Britain. Her family 
lived with her paternal grandparents in a large farmhouse 
in New Britain. The house was also home to her uncle and 
his family.  Her grandmother, Alice Graves Vandenburgh, 
was first cousin to Lizzy Borden.  The Borden family had 
disowned “Grandma Alice” when she married Charles 
Vandenburgh.  In her later years Alice suffered a stroke 

and was confined to a wheelchair in the upstairs of the 
farmhouse.  Lizzy is said to have offered to pay for her 
care in a nursing home, but Charles would have nothing to 
do with the Bordens. 

     Marian’s parents had a troubled relationship.  At times 
her mother would simply walk out and leave her father 
with the kids.  He moved the family to an apartment in 
Hartford hoping to improve the situation, but her behavior 
didn’t change.  Not long after the move she left for good 
leaving her husband alone in the city with five children all 
under the age of eight. Times were hard.  Marian remem-
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bered when they all got head lice. They were brought to 
the barber shop, their heads were shaved, and they all got 
new straw hats to cover their bald heads.  Neighbors did 
their best to look after the kids while their father worked, 
but eventually the state stepped in, and the children were 
placed in foster homes.  Florence, the oldest, was placed in 
a home in West Hartford where she stayed until graduating 
from high school.  Unfortunately, the other children were 
in and out of county and foster homes for several years. 

     In March of 1999 Marian finished a 21-page autobiog-
raphy that included “The Buell Farm”.  It is reprinted be-
low as written.  Italicized insertions are included to offer 
the reader additional information. 

 

The Buell Farm 

     In March of 1922, it was my turn to leave the county 
home where I  had been placed.   Although I have no 
memory of being told I was about to leave, and no 
memory of physically leaving, I remember getting my hair 
cut for some “special occasion.”  I don’t recall getting into 
a car, but do have a memory of the long ride with the so-
cial worker.  We arrived in the dark at the General Store in 
Eastford, Connecticut where we were met by two women 
in a horse-drawn buggy.  I got out of the car and was 
helped up into the buggy.  It was a long dark ride to the 
farmhouse, and I’m sure I wondered silently what was go-
ing to happen to me.  I was helped down from the buggy 
and walked into the house with my new guardians.  There 
the rest of the family was gathered in the kitchen to meet 
the little girl who was to become the newest member of 
their family.  The two women who had met me with the 
horse and buggy were Mrs. Henry Buell (Ida) and her 
daughter, Edith Buell.  Edith was to be my legal guardian.  
She was in her 30’s, single, a schoolteacher and lived at 
home.  The other members of the family who greeted me 
that night were Mr. Henry Buell and two of his sons, Her-
bert (about 19) and Linus (about 12).  There were three 
other sons and a daughter (Charles, Ernest, & Grace) but 
they did not live at home.  The night of my arrival every-
one tried to get me to talk but I wouldn’t open my mouth.  
Finally, Mr. Buell put his hand in his mouth and pulled out 

his upper teeth.  He then said, “I bet you can’t do that.”  
That broke the ice.  I tried unsuccessfully.  It was getting 
late and time for bed.  Edith took me upstairs and when 
she got me in my nighties, she held me in her lap and 
talked to me about how I was going to have a home and a 
family of my own from now on. 

     Edith’s brother, Charles, was married and lived across 
the street with his wife and four children.  The children 
were Beatrice, Albert, Franklin and Robert.  They were 
always at their grandparents’ house, so it wasn’t long be-
fore I was calling Edith, “Aunt Edith,” as they did, and 
Mr. and Mrs. Buell automatically became “grandma” and 
“grandpa”.  It all seemed very natural. 

     As I mentioned before, Aunt Edith was a schoolteacher 
and the school she taught, the one I was about to enter, 
was known as the Buell School.  The Buell family had 
always boarded the schoolteachers and three of them mar-
ried a Buell.  There had been a long history of Buell teach-
ers and Buell children in that school, and the school just 
naturally became known as the “Buell School.”  This was 
a one room schoolhouse, with all eight grades.  It was 
heated by a wood stove, which was completely surrounded 
by a zinc jacket.  The teacher was responsible for lighting 
the fire and keeping the schoolroom warm during cold 
weather.  Aunt Edith assigned this job to her 12-year-old 
brother, Linus, who was also her student.  I was put in the 
first row so she could keep an eye on me.  I was a bit of a 
challenge and was always talking out of turn.  One day 
when she had repeatedly told me to be quiet, she caught 
me whispering.  She went to her desk, retrieved the roll of 
adhesive tape, and taped my mouth shut.  As I quietly sat 
there, I secretly ran my tongue under the tape and loosened 
it.  When she decided it was time to remove it, the tape 
practically fell off in her hand.  Another time when she 
asked me to do something (I can’t recall what it was), I 
gripped the front of my desk and stubbornly refused to 
move.  She got the ruler and went to strike my hands, and 
as she did I quickly withdrew my hands.  The ruler hit the 
desk and broke in half.  It was always a battle of the wits 
with Aunt Edith and me.  There was an incident much later 
where I was supposed to sing in an operetta that involved 
students in all the district schools.  It was being held in the 
center of town and we were being transported by horse and 
wagon.  I don’t know what caused it, but before it was 
time to go, Aunt Edith and I had a difference of opinion.  I 
got real stubborn and told her I wasn’t going.  I bolted out 
the schoolroom door and crawled under some bushes at 
the far end of the schoolyard.  Aunt Edith was hot my trail.  
Needless to say, she won the battle.  I had a key part in the 
operetta and was dressed up to resemble a buttercup.  
Here’s the song I sang; I have never forgotten a word! 

I am a buttercup, ha, ha, ha, ha 

Nodding and bowing all day 

Holding my head up, ha, ha, ha, ha 

No matter how the wind blows. 

Merry, ha, ha, cherry, ha, ha 

In my bright golden ray. 

     The Buell farm was a big operation.  As the boys be-Feeding turkeys on the farm. 



came of age, they all worked for their father.  There were 
hundreds of acres of apple, pear, and peach orchards, as 
well as a large herd of Jersey and Holstein cows, a herd of 
sheep, lots of pigs, chickens and turkeys.  Eastford is a 
farming community and the Buell farm was way out in the 
country.  There was no such thing as electricity or indoor 
plumbing.  For nighttime use, everyone had a thunder mug 
under their bed.  When I got old enough, it was my chore 
to empty them.  

     The only means of refrigeration was ice.  We lived 
close to a large lake (Crystal Lake) and in the winter when 
the ice got thick enough, the men would go to the lake with 
a sled and team of horses and cut big blocks of ice.  These 
were pulled back to the farm where they were packed in 
sawdust and stored in the ice house.  There was no short-
age of sawdust as the Buell’s had their own sawmill.  This 
ice would last all summer long. 

     As we grew older, we children had our fair share of 
chores to perform.  I had to keep the kitchen wood box 
full.  Another chore was pushing the butter churn.  The 
churn was held in a cradle and it was my job to rock it 
back and forth until the butter formed.  It seemed to take 
forever.  When it came time in the fall to kill the turkeys 
for the Thanksgiving market, all the children were put to 
work pulling feathers.  Getting all the pinfeathers out was a 
never ending job, but no one was excused.  All things con-
sidered, we had a good, happy, carefree life.  One day we 
decided to get into one of the pig pens and try to ride one 
of the pigs.  The pigs were kept in the orchard in moveable 
pens, so were very clean.  I was the first to climb in.  I 
tried hard to catch one and hold on, but the pigs were 
scared and squealed so loud, the folks up at the house 
heard the commotion and came running to see what was 
disturbing them.  I was caught red-handed and got  “you 
know what.”  It seemed I was always the one to get caught 
in these little escapades.  Perhaps I was the most daring… 
I’ll never know. 

     Summertime found us barefoot.  Shoes were only for 
church.  We hunted woodchucks with our dog, picked wild 
blueberries and every fall went to the Woodstock Fair.  
This was a big event where the Buell’s exhibited their 
fruits, vegetables and farm animals.  The farm is now be-
ing run by a grandson and their apples can still be found in 
today’s markets. 

     Sunday was a day of rest and only the most essential 
chores were done.  The day started with church in the 
morning.  Dinner at midday was always a feast.  In the 
summertime, it was almost a ritual to make ice cream on 
the front porch after dinner.  The women would bring out 
the ice cream mixture and the men would put it in the 
freezing container, pack it with ice and salt, and turn it un-
til it became thoroughly frozen.  The flutes were then re-
moved and the machine was again packed with more salt 
and ice, covered with a burlap bag, and let stand until it 
was time to be served.  When the flutes were removed, 
there was always a little ice cream sticking to them.  We 
kids took turns licking it off.  Boy, what a treat! 

     In the winter of 1923, I was injured in a sliding acci-
dent.  Herbert, who was around 19 or so at the time, was in 

charge of the double ripper.  Everyone was told they had to 
take a turn up front.  There’s no steering mechanism on a 
double ripper.  You have to steer it by throwing your body 
left or right.  When my turn came, I refused.  I was scared 
to death.  Herbert thought I was just being stubborn, so he 
picked me up bodily and put me up front.  Then he gave 
the sled a shove down the hill.  We ended up on the side of 
the road in a heap of brush.  One of the branches pierced 
my right cheek and broke off.  I went screaming up to the 
house with everyone following.  Aunt Edith removed the 
stick and called Dr. Pike.  He arrived by horse and buggy, 
cleaned the wound and gave me a tetanus shot.  The shot 
made me terribly sick and injury caused my jaws to be 
locked for weeks.  I lived on soft foods such as Junket, 
Jello and clear soups.  I was out of school for a long time, 
but Aunt Edith saw to it that I had plenty of homework. 

     I was 10 years old in 1924 when all of us kids came 
down with the mumps (me, Beatrice, Albert, and Frank-
lin).  We were confined to a special section of the farm-
house where we stayed until we were out of quarantine.  
Aunt Edith was the only adult to enter our quarters.  We 
were still under quarantine at Christmas, so we had our 
own Christmas tree.  After we were supposed to be asleep, 
Aunt Edith came in and put our gifts under the tree.  We 
knew what was going on, and as soon as we thought we 
were safe, we got up and headed for the tree.  One of us 
had lit a candle to see by, and as we were checking out the 
gifts, my hair caught on fire.  We quickly put it out.  As I 
reflect on that scene today, I shudder to think of what 
could have happened if the tree had caught fire.  That 
Christmas I received a beautiful boudoir clock from my 
father. It was white celluloid with blue trim around the 
face of the clock.  It was so beautiful and reassured me that 
my father still loved me.  As I write this today, the clock is 
well over 70 years old and still running.  I have passed it 
on to my daughter, Mary Lou.  The following Christmas I 
received a large box lined with beautiful blue satin con-
taining a set for my bureau, a brush, comb, hand mirror, 
powder box, hair received, fingernail file and a buffer.  It 
was so beautiful.  I have no idea what happened to it.  Af-
ter Christmas, I never heard from my father again.  As for 
my mother, she never made any contact. 
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     When I first came to the Buell’s, Aunt Edith really 
pampered me. She made pretty dresses with bows to match 
for my hair, but I was growing up, and as I got older most 
of my clothes were hand-me-downs.  I wore shoes the 
boys had outgrown, and on Sundays I wore high buttoned 
shoes the women had outgrown.  There was a closet in 
Grandma Buell’s bedroom that had nothing but old shoes.  
I don’t think she ever ran out of old shoes, and whether 
they fit or not, I wore them. 

     Our church was the First Baptist Church in North Ash-
ford.  We attended regularly.  In the winter, we traveled by 
horse and sleigh.  One Christmas I was chosen to play the 
part of Mary, mother of Jesus, in the Christmas play.  Ba-
by Jesus was a beautiful doll taken from a trunk in Aunt 
Edith’s bedroom.  Throughout the rehearsals and the play, 
I held that doll lovingly and secretly hoped it would be 
mine when the play was over.  When Aunt Edith returned 
the doll to the trunk, I was inwardly heartbroken.  No one 
ever knew how much I wanted that doll.  We eventually 
changed from going to the Baptist Church in North Ash-
ford, to the Congregational Church in Eastford.  It was 
there I met a friend in Sunday School by the name, Car-
olyn Warren.  After Sunday School the two of us would sit 
in her father’s car and wait for church to let out.  On one 
of these occasions Carolyn knew my birthday was coming 
up and asked me if I would like a new pair of shoes.  Even 
as a child, I recall being embarrassed, but being the proud 
person that I am, I said, “No, I like these.”  The following 
Sunday my birthday was celebrated in Sunday School 
along with all the others whose birthdays had occurred 
during the week.  When Carolyn and I went out to her fa-
ther’s car, she presented me with a box of chocolate-
covered cherries.  I have never forgotten Carolyn and 
would give anything to know where and how she is today.  
I would love to let her know how much she meant to me.  
Carolyn never knew it, but I had a secret crush on her 
brother Alfred, who pumped the church organ.  In those 
days, the old organs were pumped by hand. 

     The minister of the Congregational Church (Frank Ab-
bott) was a widower with 5 children.  He took an interest 
in Edith and it was probably during their courtship that she 
lost interest in me.  Eventually he asked her to marry him 
and she accepted.  Although she was my legal guardian, 
her future as the minister’s wife and stepmother to his five 
children, did not include me.  In the summer of 1926, ar-
rangements were made for my return to the care of the 
State.  I was not quite 12 years old.  I had lived with the 
Buell’s almost 4 years.  I had bonded.  They were my fam-
ily.  The day the social worker came to get me, I didn’t 
want to leave.  I will always remember that day with great 
pain.  I was taken to the home of Mr. and Mrs. Fairbanks 
in New London.  I don’t remember whether I stayed there 
a few days, weeks, or months.  I was so homesick I wanted 
to die.  All I could do was lie on the small cot that was my 
bed and smell of the apples and nuts the Buell’s had sent 
me away with.  From here, I was taken to a home in Nor-
wich where I stayed a very short time, probably less than a 
week.  The only thing I remember about this place is that it 
was located on Laurel Hill.  I never got to know the people 
who took me in and have no mental picture of what they 
looked like. 

 

To read Marian’s complete biography go to the Historical 
Society website found under the Services and Orgs tab on 
the Eastford Town website. 

 

All the pictures in this article except the one below are 
courtesy of James Buell.  The picture below is from The 
Life of Marian Vrendenburgh, an Autobiography.  

 

A truckload of apples and kids in front of the Buell 
home where Edith lived. 


