




















incorporation and its 1899 charter are re-
corded at Fergus Falls.®®

But the Bund, holding its national con-
vention in Philadelphia in 1876, declared
New Ulm to be either “dead or lost to the
Bund.” 2" During the entire short history of
the Free Congregations in Minnesota, there
is no record of any group as strong as those
in St. Louis, Philadelphia, Milwaukee, or
Sauk City. The movement to organize was
given impetus by Schiinemann-Pott’s visits
to Minnesota, but his disappointment over
signs of declining interest in 1875 antici-
pates the disappearance of the freien Ge-
meinden from the state in the last quarter
of the nineteenth century. None of Schiine-
mann-Pott’s accounts gives even the approxi-
mate numbers of members in the societies
organized in Minnesota during the period
of his missionary lectures. Only the letters
from Osseo and Medina mention the small
number of their members—twelve and six-
teen, respectively.

There are several probable reasons for the
dissolution of these independent-thinking
groups in the state’s German-American com-
munities. Always a minority, they lacked
the funds for full-time speakers who might
have kept the congregations alive. Children
and grandchildren of original members
often married into orthodox church families
and found it easier to accept affiliation with
those churches as a matter of family unity.
Furthermore, these denominations, like the
Turnverein which functioned in many of
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the German-American strongholds, offered
more social life for young people than did
a small society of freethinkers who met
chiefly to hear lectures or to discuss phi-
losophy and science. Another factor may
have been the language barrier, for the
children and grandchildren of German
settlers often did not bother to learn the
parental tongue.

Whatever the reasons for the short life of
the Free Congregations, the movement de-
serves recognition as a part of the history
of German pioneers in Minnesota, as well
as the story of liberalism in the state. Its
members spoke for freedom of the indi-
vidual from authoritarianism in matters of
religious belief. They were concerned that
statements of such belief be consistent with
new developments in science and history.
In their difficult struggle to establish homes
in the wilderness, these apostles of free
religion cared about ideas. They helped to
keep alive the intellectual and cultural
heritage from their life in Germany and to
foster it on a new frontier,

* Interviews by the author with Fritz Lieber-
mann of Vergas, summer, 1962; “Index of Incor-
porations,” 41, in the office of the Register of
Deeds, Otter Tail County Courthouse, Fergus Falls.

* Geschichtliche M ittﬁeilun-gen, 74,

THE PICTURES on pages 54 and 55 are used by
courtesy of the Milwaukee County Historical So-
ciety and the State Historical Society of Wiscon-
sin, respectively; all others are in the Minnesota
Historical Society’s collection.
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