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The Student Assassin

On the morning of March 22, 1819, around nine o’clock, a young man of about 23 or 24 years old stopped on a small hill overlooking the road between Kaiserthal and Mannheim. He wore the traditional outfit of a German student: a short coat decorated with silk braiding, tight trousers, and high boots. From this vantage point, he could see Mannheim rising peacefully among gardens that had once been defensive walls, but now circled the city like a belt of green leaves and flowers.

He lifted his cap, which featured three silver oak leaves embroidered above the brim, and stood bareheaded for a moment to enjoy the cool air rising from the Neckar valley. At first glance, his face seemed unusual, but the pale skin marked by smallpox, the gentle expression in his eyes, and the way his long, dark hair framed his broad forehead soon created a sense of sad sympathy that people felt instinctively.

He had clearly traveled a long way, as his boots were covered in dust. However, he was evidently near his journey’s end. He let his cap fall, hooked his long pipe—the constant companion of a German student—into his belt, and pulled a small notebook from his pocket. He wrote with a pencil:


Left Wanheim at five in the morning, came in sight of Mannheim at a quarter-past nine.



After putting the notebook away, he stood still for a moment with his lips moving as if in silent prayer. Then, he picked up his hat and continued walking toward Mannheim with a steady, firm step.

This young student was Karl-Ludwig Sand. He was traveling from Jena, by way of Frankfurt and Darmstadt, with the intention of assassinating Kotzebue.

As we prepare to present this terrible event, we ask our readers to judge the action with their own conscience. Kings saw him as an assassin, judges viewed him as a fanatic, and the youth of Germany hailed him as a hero. Charles Louis Sand was born on October 5, 1795, in Wonsiedel, located in the Fichtel Mountains. He was the youngest son of Godfrey Christopher Sand, a high-ranking legal official for the King of Prussia, and his wife, Dorothea Jane Wilhelmina Schapf. He had two older brothers, George, who worked in business in St. Gall, and Fritz, a lawyer in the Berlin court of appeal. He also had an older sister named Caroline and a younger sister named Julia.

While still an infant, he suffered from a severe case of smallpox. The disease spread through his body, causing deep wounds and nearly destroying his skull. For several months, he hovered between life and death, but he eventually recovered. He remained weak and sickly until he was seven years old, when a brain fever struck him and put his life in danger once more. Surprisingly, when the fever left him, it seemed to take away all signs of his previous illnesses. From that moment on, his health and strength began to grow. However, because of these two long periods of sickness, his early education had been delayed. He did not begin his basic studies until he was eight years old, and because his physical suffering had slowed his mental development, he had to work twice as hard as others to achieve the same results.

Professor Salfranck was a wise and respected man who led the Hof school. He watched young Sand work hard to become stronger. The professor grew very fond of the boy. When he moved to become the director of the school in Ratisbon, he could not leave his student behind, so he took him along. In that town, at only eleven years old, Sand first showed his courage and kindness. While walking with friends one day, he heard someone crying for help. A young boy, no more than eight or nine years old, had fallen into a pond. Sand did not worry about his best clothes, which he usually cared for very much. He jumped into the water. After a struggle that was impressive for a child his age, he pulled the drowning boy to safety.

By the time he was 12 or 13, Sand had become more active, skilled, and determined than many boys older than himself. He often enjoyed leading pretend battles against the local boys from the town and nearby villages. These childish fights were like small, innocent echoes of the great wars that were then soaking Germany in blood. The usual battlefield was a plain stretching from the town of Wonsiedel to the mountain of St. Catherine. A tower stood in good condition among the ruins at the top of that mountain. Because his side had lost several times from having fewer fighters, Sand decided to turn the tower into a fortress. He planned to hide there if the next battle went poorly. When he shared this idea with his friends, they were excited. They spent a week gathering every possible weapon and repairing the tower’s doors and stairs. They kept these plans so secret that the enemy army had no idea what was coming.

Sunday arrived, and with it, the day of battle. Whether the boys felt ashamed of their previous defeat or were simply discouraged, the group Sand belonged to was even smaller than usual. Still, confident in their plan for retreat, he accepted the challenge. The fight did not last long. The group was too small to resist for very long, so they began to pull back in the best order they could manage toward St. Catherine’s tower. They reached the safety of the walls before suffering any serious harm. Once there, some of the boys climbed to the top of the ramparts, while the others defended the base of the wall, raining stones and pebbles down upon their attackers. Surprised by this new tactic, the victors fell back, giving the defenders just enough time to slip inside the fortress and bolt the door. The attackers were stunned. They were used to the door being broken down, but suddenly, it stood as a solid barrier, protecting those inside from their blows. Three or four boys ran off to find tools to force the entrance, while the rest of the group kept the fortress under siege.

After half an hour, the messengers returned. They did not come back with just levers and picks, but also with a large group of reinforcements from the village where they had gone to find the tools.

The battle began, and Sand and his friends fought with all their might. It soon became clear that they would have to surrender unless help arrived. They decided that one person should try to slip out of the tower, sneak past the enemy, and bring back the other boys from Wonsiedel who had stayed behind. They hoped that hearing about the danger and the shame of losing would wake those boys up and convince them to create a distraction, allowing the trapped group to escape. The plan was accepted, and when it came time to choose who would go, Sand volunteered himself. Because everyone knew he was brave, skilled, and fast, they all agreed.

The mission was incredibly dangerous. There were only two ways out: through the door, where the enemy was waiting, or by jumping from a high wall where the enemy had not placed any guards. Without a second thought, Sand went to the wall. He was a religious boy, even in his games, so he said a quick prayer. Then, with a confidence that seemed beyond his years, he jumped. The drop was 22 feet. Sand landed safely and ran toward Wonsiedel, easily outdistancing the enemy soldiers who chased after him.

Back at the tower, the boys felt their courage return when they saw he had escaped. They fought harder, trusting in Sand’s ability to persuade his friends. Within half an hour, he returned at the head of 30 boys his own age, all carrying slings and crossbows. Realizing they were about to be attacked from both sides, the enemy soldiers retreated. The victory belonged to Sand’s group, and he was honored as the hero of the day.

We have shared this story in detail so that our readers might understand how the child’s character shaped the man he would become. We will see him grow, always remaining calm and composed, whether facing minor events or life-altering ones.

Around that same time, Sand narrowly escaped two separate dangers. One day, a heavy container of plaster fell from a scaffold and shattered right at his feet. On another occasion, the Prince of Coburg—who was staying at the home of Sand’s parents during the King of Prussia’s visit to the baths—came galloping toward the house with a team of four horses. He suddenly found young Karl in a narrow gateway. There was no room to move left or right without the risk of being crushed between the wall and the carriage wheels, and the driver could not stop the horses at such a high speed. Sand threw himself flat on the ground, and the carriage passed directly over him. He did not receive a single scratch from the horses or the wheels. From that moment, many people believed he was destined for something special, saying that the hand of God was upon him.

Meanwhile, political events were unfolding around the boy, and their gravity forced him to mature long before he reached adulthood. Napoleon weighed upon Germany like a powerful conqueror. Staps had attempted to act as a hero and had died a martyr. Sand was in Hof at the time, studying at the school where his kind tutor, Salfranck, was the head. When he learned that the man he considered a great enemy was coming to review the troops in that town, he left immediately and returned home to his parents. They asked him why he had left his studies, but he had already made his choice.

“Because I could not have been in the same town as Napoleon,” he answered, “without trying to kill him, and I do not feel my hand is strong enough for that yet.”

This happened in 1809, when Sand was 14 years old. The peace treaty signed on October 15 gave Germany some rest and allowed the young man to return to his studies without the distraction of politics. However, his focus shifted again in 1811 when he learned that his school was closing to be replaced by a primary school. The teacher, Salfranck, was moved to this new position, but his salary was cut from 1,000 florins to 500. Karl knew he could not stay at a primary school if he wanted to finish his education. He wrote to his mother to explain the situation and to describe how calmly the old teacher had accepted the news. The following letter from Sand’s mother shows the character of a woman whose strong heart never wavered, even during great suffering. It reflects a deep, spiritual German philosophy that is quite different from anything common in France:


MY DEAR KARL,—You could not have given me more painful news than the event that has just happened to your teacher and father by adoption. Nevertheless, as terrible as it may be, do not doubt that he will accept it. He will give his students a great example of the obedience that every subject owes to the king whom God has placed over him. Furthermore, be certain that in this world, there is no policy more honest or wise than the one that comes from the old rule: “Honor God, be just, and fear not.” Remember also that when injustice against good people becomes too great, the public voice will be heard, and it will lift up those who have been cast down.

But if, against all expectations, this does not happen—if God decides to test the virtue of our friend, if the world rejects him, and if Providence leaves him in this state—believe me, there are still great rewards. All the things and events that happen around us are only machines moved by a Higher Hand to finish our education for a better world, where we will finally find our true place. Therefore, my dear child, work hard to watch over yourself at all times. Do not mistake a few great, isolated actions for true virtue, and be ready at every moment to do whatever your duty requires. In the end, nothing is truly great or small when you look at things separately. It is only when we put them all together that we create the unity of either evil or good.



“Moreover, God only sends trials to hearts that have the strength to bear them. The way you describe how your master handled his recent misfortune is further proof of this great and eternal truth. You must try to be like him, my dear child. If you are forced to move from Hof to Bamberg, you must accept it with courage. A person receives three types of education: the one from their parents, the one forced upon them by circumstances, and finally, the one they give themselves. If this misfortune happens, pray to God that you can finish that last education yourself, for it is the most important of all.”

“I will give you the life and conduct of my father as an example. You have not heard much about him because he died before you were born, but his mind and character live on in you more than in
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