












tion and sincere enthusiasm. . . . the spirit 
and attitude of the audience left not the 
smallest thing to be desired." At Minne­
apolis an Easter ball and concert for the 
German people cut down attendance at his 
first speech, but at the second the hall was 
filled.2o 

Journeying to New Ulm, Schiinemann-
Pott found the Sioux City Railroad tracks 
flooded by the Minnesota River. Although 
water destroyed the ferry, a small boat car­
ried him into St. Peter. The drive across the 
prairie to New Uhn, however, was beautiful 
"because spring had begun to rule." During 
his New Ulm visit, the speaker made his 
headquarters at the Dakotah House. On his 
return to St. Paul for another lecture, he 
had to stay overnight in Mankato in order 
to avoid the floods. The New Ulm Trans­
portation Company held back its boat, the 
"Otter," until he was ready to leave for 
Mankato. After spending the night, he 
traveled to St. Paul and in the evening ad­
dressed an audience there "who participated 
animatedly." ^̂  

After this 1870 visit to Minnesota, Schiine­
mann-Pott did not return until 1873. In 1871 
he accepted a call to become speaker for the 
San Francisco Gemeinde which he had 
helped to organize in 1870. Continuing to 
edit the Blatter from the West Coast until 
1875, he kept in touch with events in Min­
nesota. He was encouraged to hear of the 
Free Thought Association organized in St. 
Paul in 1872 and published the new group's 
constitution, as well as Schroter's report."^ 

In 1873, when Schunemann-Pott made 
his fifth and last visit to Minnesota on his 
way to Philadelphia, he had to report some 
discouraging signs of dying interest in free 
rehgion among the German Americans in 

"^Blatter, 14:182. 
"^Blatter, 14:183. On the "Otter," see Minnesota 

History, 26:181 (June, 1945). 
^'Blatter, 16:214-216 (May, 1872); 17:14-16. 
"^ Blatter, 18:14. 
~*Blatter, 18:178 (March, 1874); Freidenker 

(Milwaukee), November 23, 1884. 
^ Frank Walde, "A New Home on Loon Lake," 

in Gopher Historian, 15 (Winter, 1962-63). 
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the state. "The Free Thought Association or­
ganized last year lacks a close organization 
and systematic work; so it scarcely leads a 
public life as yet. This is deplorable, since the 
count of the freethinking element among 
the German people of St. Paul is not small, 
as was strikingly evident upon the oppor­
tunity of my visit. I held three lectures . . . 
and each . . . was attended by numbers of 
men and women, and . . . favorably re­
ceived in the fullest meaning of the word." 

He had a suggestion for strengthening 
the Gemeinde in the Twin Cities: "Ought it 
not be possible to unite the friends in Min­
neapolis and St. Paul in a common organi­
zation, which would be strong enough to 
support a worthy speaker and create a liv­
ing germ in order to unite the freethinking 
elements of the whole state?" ^̂  

AFTER 1873 the Blatter carries no reports 
from Minnesota's Free Congregations or 
about the Free Thought Association. There 
are, however, later references to the state. In 
one instance, Schiinemann-Pott announced 
that the Washington, D.C., Gemeinde had 
joined the Bund and asked "When will the 
new Gemeinden in Wisconsin and Minne­
sota follow their example?" And in 1884 the 
Freidenker, a Milwaukee newspaper, in­
formed its readers that a lecture on " 'Com­
mon Sense versus Orthodox Christianity' 
will be given on November 23 by Herr W. 
F. Jamieson of Minnesota." ^̂  

Although organized free thought activity 
in Minnesota appears to have ended about 
1875, there are fragments of evidence that 
indicate the movement was not entirely 
dead. In 1876 a group of Germans from 
Young America in Carver County moved to 
Otter Tail County where they cleared acres 
of hardwood and pioneered as farmers.^^ 
Some older citizens of the Vergas area re­
member from their childhood a loosely or­
ganized group of German freethinkers who 
met informally and never affiliated with the 
churches. Just southwest of Vergas, about 
a mile off county highway 4, is a Free 
Thought cemetery. The group's articles of 
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The Turner Hall at New Ulm 

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

Rut the Bund, holding its national con­
vention in Philadelphia in 1876, declared 
New Ulm to be either "dead or lost to the 
Bund." ̂ ^ 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 
mmiber 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 wdth 
those churches as a matter of family unity. 
Furthermore, these denominations, like the 
Turnverein which functioned in many of 

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 establisb homes 
in the wdldemess, 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 Mittheilungen, 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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