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Tribute 

 The citizens of Prairie du Chien are 
deeply grateful to Mrs. Emma Linzenmeyer 
Wachute for this beautiful Memorial Library. It 
was her personal generosity, which made the 
means available for its erection. She thus 
honored the memory of her late husband, 
Joseph W. Wachute. His dream had been to 
build a public library as a gift to the community 
where he had many friends and who had so 
faithfully supported his business. 
 The name the Joseph W. Wachute  and 
his wife Emma Linzenmeyer Wachute 
Memorial Library  is rich in love, the love of 
two people for each other and the  love of  the 
community which was their home. 

Reverend W. K.  Bodamer 
Dedication Remarks, Saturday March 30, 1963. 
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The Library’s Story  
 Like so many of Prairie du Chien stories, the 
library’s history unfolds in layers.   
 The site itself is noteworthy and should be 
another Wisconsin Historic Site.   Not to be greedy, 
Prairie du Chien already has 14. [See Prairie du Chien’s 
14: Sites on the National Register of Historic Places 42 
V-2] 
 
The People 
 Citizens wanted a library as early as 1857; still the 
city did not provide the library until 1912. From 1909 
until 1963, the library was housed in the city council 
chambers. 
 The people connected with the library are 
interesting.  In its century, the library has had five 
directors. Many citizens, prominent and private have 
served on the board of trustees.   
 
The Brothers 
 The most interesting people connected to the 
library are the brothers, Joseph and Charles. Only in 
Prairie du Chien, would there be Wachute Memorial 
Library on Wacouta Avenue named in honor of the 
generous gifts of two brothers. 
 Combine the history of the site with the people 
whose efforts sustained the library, and we have a terrific 
story. 
  
The Library Today 
  The real story is the library itself, a valued asset 
in any community. Our library enjoys strong support 
from the city council and the people.  The current 
building is attractive and has served us well for 50 years; 
however, we are short of space. The library needs more 
space for the collection, for work areas and public 
meeting spaces.  
 Our generation has its opportunity to write the 
next exciting chapter of the public library’s story; let’s 
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hope we provide as well for 
future generations as those 
who came earlier did for us.   
  This e-book edition of 
Wachute Memorial Library is 
significantly different from the 
2009 original.  That included 
the site and the library, so 
neither got the space they 
deserved.  In 2012, I gave full 
treatment to the site in The 
Great Artesian Well  for the 
library’s 100th anniversary 
celebration.   
 This revised edition 
focuses on the library itself.   

 
Three Volume Story of the Library 
   The current building is 50 years old this year; to 
mark that occasion,  third part of the story will be told. 
The Brower Painting tells of the Fort Crawford painting, 
its creator and donor and its 
recent restoration. Arthur 
Brower donated it to the 
library in the spring of 1913. 
The renewed painting and the 
story will be ready for the 50th 
celebration in July.  
 All three monographs 
will be downloadable from the 
library’s website or from 
www.prairieduchienstories.com.   

 
Mary Ann 
Originally written in 2009 
Substantially revised in 2013 

http://www.prairieduchienstories.com/
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Farm Lot 32: A Hayfield in 1795 
 The first time this hayfield got an identity was in 
1820 when the national government sent Isaac Lee, a 
surveyor, to determine who owned what. The person who 
claimed ownership had to produce others who would 
testify to his claim. See the middle section of the Lee Map 
of 1820 on page 7. The star marks the approximate 
placement of the library very close to the Highway, now 
Main Street. 

 On October 12, 1820, Jean Marie Quere claimed 
Farm Lot 32.  His friend, Joseph Senie, told Lee that he 
and Quere had worked as day laborers for Basil Giard 
making hay in the summer of 1795.  Others were also 
making hay from the farm lot before then, must have 
been a commons area.  In 1797, Quere occupied the land 
and had worked it since.  He also claimed Lot 16 in the 
Village of St. Friole where he lived.   St. Friole Village Lot 
16 was at the west end of Farm Lot 31 owned by Julian La 
Riviere.   
 In 1828, Lucius Lyon came and fine-tuned the Lee 
map of 1820. The measurements are in arpents.   See the 
Wisconsin Room for a framed copy of the entire map. 

Prairie du Chien in the early 1800s 
From a Painting by Set Eastman 
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 In 1836, Jean Marie’s widow, Louise, sold Farm 
Lot 32 to Hercules Dousman for $1,000.  Dousman  
platted it in 1854, and in 1856, Ira Brunson incorporated 
Dousman’s plat into the Union Plat, which is still the 
basis of land transactions in the city of Prairie du Chien. 
 Louis and Nina Dousman sold the lot in Block 90 
to the Artesian Well Company in 1876. 
  The city bought it in 1912; for such a prominent 
spot in town, it has had relatively few owners. The spot 
has always been a common, shared space. 
 

The Artesian Well Park 

 In 1875, the Artesian Well Company drilled a deep 
artesian well on 
NW corner of 
Wisconsin and 
Minnesota 
Streets.  The 
well was 
popular with the 
public, and in 
July 1912, the 
city bought the 
property from 
the well 
company.  
 The 
artesian well 
gave rise to the 

sanitarium industry, which was at the center of Prairie du 
Chien’s economy for nearly 75 years.  For full details see 
The Great Artesian Well. The park was a popular 
gathering place for 87 years.   
 In the 1920s, the city bought the Horsfall Lumber 
Company property on the East side of the 100 S 
Beaumont Road; they combined it with the artesian well  
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site for a park that covered most of a city block. On the 
1913 photo shown on the previous page, the back of the 
Horsfall Building can be seen through the park; that site 
had been a lumberyard since the early 1850s.  
 During the Depression when the US was 
constructing post office buildings, the government told 
the city they would pay for a new post office if the city 
would give the land. The city offered several sites; the 
government chose the current site. The post office was  
opened March 1, 1938, and the Artesian Well Park shrank 
back to its original size. 
  A bandstand, built by WPA workers in 1939 and 
dedicated in May of 1940, occupied the northwest section 
of the park. Band concerts were a summer highlight; 
often an ice cream social was part of the event.  In the 
1930s, Charlie Wacouta arranged the free band concerts 
in the park. 
 In 1960, when Emma Wachute offered $75,000 to 
the city for a library, her intention was to build opposite 
the park on the NE corner of Minnesota and Wisconsin. 
The entire $75,000 was needed for the building, so the 
city offered the park. Although people wanted a new 
library, they hated to lose their favorite park. 
 
The Wachute Legacy and Property 
 Joseph Wachute Sr.’s Bohemian family grew up 
half a block north of the library at 109 S. Wacouta.  Their 
family business was around the corner on Bluff Street 
now Blackhawk Avenue 
 The building at 124 E. Blackhawk [in the middle] 
was the original Wachute store built in 1874.  In 1885 the 
family acquired 122 E. Blackhawk [right] and Grace’s 
Block on the corner in 1886. Ken and Judy Wall own 
them now.  The photo on page 11 shows them as they 
looked in the 1940s. 
 
The Founding Father 
 Joseph Wachute, Sr. was born in Bohemia in 
1847. He went to school and worked on his father’s farm.   
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Wachute Family Home 109 S. Wacouta Avenue 

Wachute Business Property 122-130 E. Blackhawk 
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 At 19, he came to the United States working in 
New York and Cleveland before getting a job as pile driver 
for the C. M. & St Paul Railroad.   In 1870, after three 
years on the job, he was severely injured and lost his legs.   
  Using $200 from railroad compensation, he 
opened a confectioner’s stand in a 10 x 16 shanty on the 
site of the Masonic Building selling fruits, sweets and 
tobacco.   
 He moved the building and goods across the street 
to 124 E. Blackhawk in 1872 when the Masons built at 105 
E.   In 1874, he built the current building with help from 
his fellow businessmen and friends.  It was the last time 
Joseph Wachute would need help. He never again 
borrowed for his business. According to the March 1874 
paper, “Joe Wachute is worthy of the success he has won, 
for very few men in his condition ever attempt to secure 
their own living.”  
 In 1894, the Union said of Joseph Wachute, 
“From a small an unpretentious beginning, he has by 
careful and judicious management been able to add to his 
stock until at present he carries one of the largest in the 
city…a general line of groceries, glassware, toys and 
notions of all descriptions.”  

1894 ad 



13 
 

 He had four children, Joseph, Charles, Emma and 
Barbara. In 1934, The Courier did a piece about the 
Wachute Store then 63 years old.  “No better citizens live 
anywhere than Joe, Charlie, Barbara and Emma Wachute 
identified with the family store for years.” It all started 
with “…the grand couple, Mr. and Mrs. Joe Wachute, Sr. 
splendid parents who carried on in an heroic way.” 
 This was the business and legacy that his son, 
Joseph, took up when he joined his father in 1900.  
 When the father died in 1909, his wife, Mary 
Kahoun Wachute controlled the considerable Wachute 
property. After her death in 1920, the property was 
divided equally among their children.  Charlie got 122 E 
Blackhawk and Joseph got 124 E. Blackhawk.  The girls, 
who never married, got the corner block and the family 
home.  As each died, they left their 1\4 share to the 
others. Charles being the last to die on July 19, 1977 
controlled the sizeable Wachute estate. 
  
  

Inside the Wachute Store 
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 Charlie Wacouta  

 Charlie Wacouta was 
Bohemian in an eccentric sense; 
we enjoy telling stories about 
him.  He had a signature white 
Thunderbird.  He loved music 
and vaudeville long after 
vaudeville lost favor. On 
holidays, he played his violin 
rather badly on the corner near 
his home. He dressed up as 
Uncle Sam for July 4 and in 
green for St. Patrick’s Day.  He 
had a houseful of cats.  He did 

work in the family business and eventually owned it. At 
some point he changed the spelling of the family name. 
 Charlie was the exception to Wachute family rule. 
They worked hard, ran a conservative business, saved 
more than they spent and did not draw attention to 
themselves.  They were Bohemian in the practical, 
business sense.  Joseph Wachute’s personal and business 
story was a local legend. 

Wacouta [right] and friend 
 in front of the Regent 
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 Joseph and Emma Linzenmeyer Wachute  

 Joseph Wachute, Jr. was in his father’s mold—
quiet, hardworking, frugal and successful. 
 Emma and Joseph married late in life. He was a 
bachelor; she had ended an unhappy first marriage. She 
was dignified and proper yet friendly; he was unassuming 
and likeable.  She was staunchly Lutheran; he, a devout 
Catholic. They gave generously to both churches paying 
for half the cost of the land for the new St. Peter’s Church.  
  Joseph and Emma are buried at Evergreen near 
her parents; their grave is marked with simple gray 
granite.  The other Wachute family members are at St. 
Gabriel’s.   
 The community has been enriched by their 
generous gift for nearly half a century.  
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The Wacouta Bequest   
  When Charlie died in 1977, he was the last of a 
family with no descendants; he had all the Wachute 
money.  Not to be outdone by his generous brother, 
Charlie left a generous grant to St. John’s Church and a 
like gift to the  city specifying the money must be used for 
some civic building. There were strings. The city had to 
change Minnesota Street’s name Wacouta Avenue.  After 
many years, Wacouta Aquatic Park was built with the 
funds he gave the city. 
  The true Wachute legacy is not the eccentricity of 
Charles but the steadfastness of the family lead by the two 
Josephs.  For 98 years, they ran a successful family 
business and left the tidy sum that provided our library 
and aquatic park.  Charlie continued the business until 
1968 after his brother died in 1960.  The street and the 
aquatic park carry Wacouta’s name, but his gift came 
from the Wachute family money. 
 
The Development of a Public Library 
 We know Prairie du Chien had a library of sorts in 
March 1859 
because the 
librarian, one Dr. 
Whitney, left for 
the gold fields.  
Dr. Benedict took 
over the library 
and kept it at his 
octagon house. 
 In the late 
1850s, they had 
an active literary 
society, which 
held regular well 
attended debates.
 In 1876, Wisconsin authorized cities to tax for a 
library, and some advocated for one.  “Would it not be 
well for the common council to establish a public 
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library…where our young men might meet…and [avoid] 
places where temptation besets them on every side?”  
 The next record of library activity was in 1903 
when they had a meeting to see how much interest there 
was in a public library. Only 25 people came.  
 
Women’s Temperance Union 
 In 1908, the Women’s Temperance Union 
established a reading room in the Famechon Building, 
now Fort Mulligan’s. They gathered 200 volumes and a 
collection of magazines and offered an alternative to the 
bars in the neighborhood.  The good ladies did lament 
that the library was not as popular as they had hoped and 
didn’t deter anyone from drinking. Surprise, surprise! 
 By 1909, a broad based community group called 
the Prairie du Chien Library Association took over the 
reading room. They were allowed to move their collection 
to its temporary location at the council chambers in the 
old city hall. 
   The collection remained there—temporarily— 
until January 1963.  The association lobbied the city to 
create a public library.   
 In August 1911, they hired the first librarian, Lydia 
Hesse who remained until her death in 1950.  In 
November 1911, the city council voted to take over the 
library.  The actual transfer took place January 1, 1912. 
 
20th Century Club 
 The 20th Century Club began in the 1890s but was 
formally reorganized in 1904. Part of the new plan was to 
do something for the community, and in 1912, they 
devised the library chain, a unique fundraiser.  One lady 
would entertain five other women for an afternoon.  Each 
woman gave a dime and promised to host another party 
for five women.  The $100 they raised bolstered the 
collection of the new library.  Still active, the 20th Century 
Club supports the library through book sales and other 
projects. 
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 “And Their Works Do Follow Them” 
 The library has only had five directors. 
 
Lydia Hesse 1911-1950 

 For 39 years, 
the library was the 
center of Lydia Hesse’s 
life.  She gave her time 
to help build a 
collection and find a 
place for the library.  
In 1911, she was hired 
as the first librarian. 
She was unpretentious 
and tireless.   
 
Brower Painting 
 In 1913, Arthur 
Brower, son of pioneer 
druggist, Thomas 
Brower, sold the family 
estate and the 65-year-
old family business 
and left for Beloit 

where his wife’s prominent family lived.  He donated the 
large painting of Fort Crawford to the library. A talented 
artist, he had finished it in 1896 showing the fort as it was 
in the 1860s. [See The Brower Painting 46 V-6]  Arthur 
Brower’s last business location was in the Grace’s Block—
the Wachutes were his landlords. 
 
The Library Edition of the Courier  
 In 1914, Hank Howe, the new owner of the 
Courier, gave the February 24 issue to the 20th Century 
Club who published a 24 page historic edition known as 
the library edition. They cleared $404.94, a small fortune 
that put the library on solid footing.  The new library 
owned 866 books and lent 8,948, each volume circulated 

Lydia Hesse 1911-1950  
39 years 
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more than 100 times. The city 
contributed $785. 68.  Miss 
Hesse was paid $60.   
 By 1930, the library 
owned 3,943 books and lent 
38,376.  The annual budget 
was over $2,000 and Miss 
Hesse earned $840. 
 In 1938, they were 
abuzz about the replacement 
of the cradle phone with a 
wall phone.  In 1941, they 
replaced the shelves and 
lighting. 
 Since the fire 
department and the city 
council also used the space, 
the library had limited hours or noisy surroundings. 
 She said she was most busy during the Depression 
years and wore out more books than she could afford to 
replace. People told her that the library was the only thing 
that kept them sane during  those tough days.  People do 
use the library more during an economic downturn. 
 Toward the end of her life, she was treated for 
heart problems at General Hospital. She insisted she be 
able leave each afternoon to tend to the library.    
 She had a knack for matching books and people.  
They came as children and later brought their own 
children and grandchildren to see Miss Hesse at the 
library.  
  After her death, the community collected money 
for a permanent plaque honoring her long and devoted 
service.  A quote from Revelations was chosen, “ That 
they may rest from their labors and their works do follow 
them.” Friends also bought a grave marker at Evergreen.  
 
  

Lydia Hesse in 1948  
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Lea Ashbacher  
1950-1975 
 Lea Ashbacher lived 
near the library on West 
Blackhawk and read two or 
three books a day. Lydia 
asked her to be her assistant 
sometimes as a volunteer and 
sometimes paid. She was 
hired as a temporary librarian 
after Lydia’s death.  Lea took 
the Zephyr to La Crosse two 
nights a week to complete the 
required library training.  She 
was then appointed full time 
librarian.  She said it was a 
perfect job.  
  One of her frequent 
customers was Mrs. Emma 
Linzenmeyer Wachute. Lea had 
learned from Lydia to discover 
what the customers liked and provide it for them. She did 
a weekly radio program where she talked about the books 
she loved.   
 
Offer of a Building 

 In September 
1956, the League of 
Women Voters offered 
their building to the city 
for a library. They had a 
few stipulations.  The city 
couldn’t change the front 
appearance of the 
building, the League 
would be able to use it for 
meetings. The city would 
pay the $1,000 they still 
owed.  

Lea Ashbacher 1950-1975 
25 years 
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 Mayor Pake said that it was a generous offer, and 
promised the council would act in mid-September.  At 
that meeting it was determined that a 32 X 60 addition to 
the back would be needed which would cost $29, 350.  
Obviously, nothing came of their offer because in 1960, 
they turned it over to the state historical society. 
 
Creating a New Library 
 In August 1960, shortly after her husband’s death, 
Mrs. Wachute offered $75,000 to the city for a new 
library.  The original design had a partial second story, 
but the plan was simplified to contain costs. Mrs. 
Ashbacher was instrumental in planning the library with 
input from her friend, Emma Wachute.  The interior 
design was largely her doing. 
  The gift came with the stipulation that building 
had to begin within two years.  Both Mr. and Mrs. 
Wachute wanted the building to be used “to better 
educate all ages and classes.  

   The design by Flad appeared in the 
Courier-Press in May 1961. Construction bids were 
accepted in September 1961.  A year later, the Prairie 
Cabinet Shop installed custom shelves.  
  The library was closed for two weeks over the 
holidays in 1962. The National Guard moved the library. 
It opened on the new site in January 28, 1963.  

The architect's rendering 
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Previously, Mrs. Ashbacher had asked her regular 
customers to check out a large number of books at the old 
site and bring them back to the new library.  
 The library was dedicated on March 30. Because 
of failing health, Emma was unable to attend, but WPRE 
broadcast the dedication so she could hear it.   Mrs. 
Wachute enjoyed the library a short time; she died in 
1965. 
 Mrs. Ashbacher was a self-effacing person who 
wouldn’t seek the spotlight and probably never received 
as much credit as she deserved for her leadership in 
creating a new library.  Her close relationship with Mrs. 
Wachute was an important factor in the donation, and 
wisely she continued throughout Mrs. Wachute’s  lifetime 
to seek her opinion. Temperamentally, they were alike. 
What was said of Mrs. Wachute—she was dignified and 
proper yet friendly— fit Mrs. Ashbacher perfectly.  They 
got along very well; the community benefited from their 
friendship. 
 
The Fountain 
 In 1968, the 20th Century Club with money from 
Charles Wacouta gave the present fountain. The fountain 
has been an important part of the site; its renovation 
occurred under Lea’s watch. [See page 23] Until 2000, 
people came with their jugs to take home artesian water. 
When the fountain was renovated in 1968, a fountain was 
attached to the southeast corner of the building. After 
radon was found in the water, the DNR required that the 
fountain be removed and a sign posted. 
 The old fountain was repaired in the spring of 
1968. The 20th Century Club thought a new fountain was 
needed The design was finalized, and in 1969, the new 
fountain was built.  Charlie Wacouta joined with the 20th 
Century Club in paying for the fountain upgrade.  
 Those working with the fountain said it is the 4th . 
 
  
 



23 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Top: The fountain in the park 1949 
Bottom left: The fountain at the library 1968 
Bottom right:  Sketch for new fountain 1968 
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Doris Bittner  
1976-1996  
 Doris Bittner had 
worked as an assistant to 
Mrs. Ashbacher and was 
appointed librarian when 
she retired.  During her 
20-year tenure, Doris 
never lost sight of the 
library as she lived across 
the street on the SE 
corner.   
 Doris worked at the 
library for 13 years before 
she was appointed head 
librarian. She had taken 
the necessary credits from 
La Crosse to get a certificate 
in library science. 
 In 1985, a sizeable donate came  from the estate of 
Helen Cherrier Homme. She left $140,882.67 to the 
library to be used for books. The library still benefits each 
year from the Homme Fund.  She remembered fondly her 
days in the library when Lydia Hesse was encouraging 
her to read. 
 During much of that time, her husband, Jim 
Bittner was the mayor. 

Doris Bittner 1976-1996 
20 years 

Beaver emerging from the end of the log 2012 
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Lois Gilbert 1996-2001 
 In 1996, the board 
hired Lois Gilbert its first 
director with a master’s 
degree in library science. In 
earlier years, a degree was 
uncommon, but now it was a 
state requirement for 
libraries of a certain size.  
Lois computerized the 
library and started the very 
popular video collection.  
During her tenure, the carpet 
was replaced which was a 
major job, moving shelves 
and all the books. The library 

had to be closed. 
 

Nancy Ashmore  2001- 
  Nancy Ashmore 
arrived in 2001 and continues 
the fine tradition established 
by her four predecessors. Mrs. 
Ashmore agrees with Mrs. 
Ashbacher,  she says she has 
the perfect job. 
 It’s been celebration 
time with the 100th 
Anniversary of the library in 
2012 and the 50th anniversary 
of the building in 2013. 
 The library was 
carpeted again, but the job 
was much easier. The worn 
carpet was replaced with 
carpet tiles, so the shelves and 
books did not have to be Nancy Ashmore 2001- 

Lois Gilbert 1996-2001 

http://www.pdcpubliclibrary.org/nancyashmore.html
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moved.  There was no disruption of service and minimal 
inconvenience.   
 The library got a new roof in 2010; unfortunately, 
in 2012, two wonderful old trees had to be removed 
because they were causing problems for the new roof.  A 
totem log was carved from the trunk of one of the trees 
and was placed where one 
had been.  [See page 24.] 
 Currently, the e-
book trend is changing the 
library, but how much and 
fast people will come to 
prefer e-books or whatever 
digital format will follow is 
anyone’s guess. 
 Some wonderful 
gifts have come to the 
library in recent years. The 
statue in the garden is in 
memory of Mo and Mary 
Shihata.[See title page] 
Mary was a long time 
member of the 20th 
Century Club.  The bench 
is in memory of Donna 
Licht. 
  Recently, the 
library received $5,000 
from  the estate of Marian Mc Closkey.  In 2011, the 
library received $4,000 from the estate of James Bittner, 
Jr who spent a lot of time in the library growing up.  The 
Gokey family gave a $1,000 grant for materials. 
 The library regularly benefits from smaller 
donations which when taken together, make a big 
difference in the materials provided. 
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Citizen Trustees 
 The library 
board is autonomous. 
Trustees are appointed 
by the mayor and 
approved by the city 
council. The city 
council provides 
money and facilities, 
but the citizen board 
has full responsibility 
for the operation of the 
library. Many good 
people have served on 
the board of trustees in 
100+ years, but few 
were as important as  
Leonard Cornelius.  He 
served from 1912 until 
his death in 1931.  He 
set a high bar for those 
of us who would serve 
in later years.  
 
Free and Public 
  He donated the space for a library before it was  
located in the city hall. He was a leader of the early 
advocates for the library and always used the adjectives 
free and public when talking about the library.   
 He had more than enough money to provide his 
family with all the reading material they could want, but 
Leonard wanted that free, public library.  He argued that 
a library was as essential to the quality of community life 
as good streets, a sewer system, water works and parks.   
 In the past century, many other citizens, believing 
as he did, have served on the board of trustees. We are in 
their debt for the wonderful resource we have.   

Leonard A. Cornelius 
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