Nomination
to the LaCrosse County Historic Sites Preservation Commission

Date: 3 December 1999
Property: Free Thinkers Society Building/Barre Town Hall

Location: South side CTH M, .5 miles West of Russian Coulee Road, Barre Township,
LaCrosse County

Date Constructed: 1870
Current Owners: Township of Barre, LaCrosse County, Wisconsin

Nominated by: Barbara Kooiman, LCHSPC board member on behalf of Catherine Nuttleman
Schulz, whose family helped found the Free Thinkers Society in the Town of Barre.

Statement of Significance:

The Free Thinkers Society Building/Barre Town Hall is significant as the last building left in
LaCrosse County associated with the Free Thinkers Society. The Free Thinkers Society, related
to the Unitarian Church, was first formed in Germany in the 1840s, when they were known as the
"Freien Gemeinden" or "free congregations”. It was a revolt against the more established
Protestant church in Germany during that time, with ideals based in the natural world, with a
more scientific view toward creation. After the European revolutions of 1848, many German
"free thinkers" emigrated to the United States, and several of these societies were established in
Wisconsin. The most prominent ones were in Milwaukee and Sauk City. One began in
LaCrosse, and another in Bostwick Valley near Barre Mills. This group decided to build their
own meeting hall, which, ironically, was located next to the German Lutheran Church, St,
Johanne’s, in Barre Township.

The Bostwick Valley Society, as they were sometimes called, stayed active from about 1868
until around 1916, when the group disbanded due to lack of financial support. Prior to that time,
however, their records showed that in 1876, the group had a membership of 33, a library of 15
volumes and a school with 12 students. In 1914 there were 14 members, and 29 volumes in the
library. Barre Township was likely already using the building as a town hall as well prior to the
Freethinkers disbanding, as the 1906 plat maps shows the building as a "hall", however the 1913
plat shows the building as a "Town Hall".

Sometime after the group disbanded, Barre Township purchased the one story brick building and
have been using it as a town hall ever since. It is virtually intact from its original construction,
and though not currently threatened for demolition, it may need some alterations to bring it up to
code for handicap accessibility.
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