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February 23, 1843, 10 years before the events of An Immigrant American, Volume 1 of the Kopp Chronicles.

Suddenly, the door of the carriage flung open, as it pulled up to the doors of the Mannheim Palace on an early and cold February morning in 1843.

“Karolina, I am so glad you are here!” A young woman with brown disheveled hair said frantically as she burst into tears.

“I thought you would never get here. I don’t know what to do with my hair, and my mother needs help with the wedding, and they will be here any moment! Please hurry and come with me!” She sobbed and ran toward the doors of the palace.

Karolina Sorg, a pretty seventeen-year-old girl, and her mother Theresia surprised at the sudden stop of the carriage and the loud outburst quickly recovered. They stepped out of the carriage and followed her, breaking with all proper decorum as they entered the palace.

The woman’s name was Princess Marie Amelie Elisabeth Karoline of Baden and that evening she was marrying the Marquess of Hamilton, son of the Duke of Hamilton.

The previous day, her mother had sent an urgent message to Theresia to come to the palace and help with last minute wedding preparations. She also suggested Theresia bring her daughter with her to help the princess.

Karolina and Theresia traveled overnight by carriage and by train all the way to Mannheim from the small village of Sulz, in the Grand Duchy of Baden, a distance of over 160 kilometers.

When they arrived early in the morning at the Mannheim train station, a carriage was already waiting for them. The carriage driver lifted their luggage into the back of the carriage, helped Karolina and her mother inside, jumped to the top and yelled sharply for the horses to move forward. The carriage began to pick up speed traveling through the streets of the city while shaking Karolina and Theresia back and forth inside. The driver, promised an extra fare from Princess Marie and her mother to bring their guests to the palace as soon as possible, drove the carriage and horses as fast as he could. The Grand Duke and the Duchess of Baden and the other wedding guests would be arriving at the palace later that day and all the wedding arrangements needed to be complete before they arrived.

Karolina gasped as she looked through the windows of the carriage at the towering Jesuit Church and the other large buildings in Mannheim as they came closer to their destination. Men and women were walking in the city streets, going about their normal business, but forced to jump out of the way as the carriage careened past them. The carriage driver was overheard shouting at his horses, “Faster, boys, faster. We must get there on time!”

When they arrived at the palace, the carriage horses were panting, but the driver was satisfied with their progress as he unloaded the baggage. Karolina and her mother followed Princess Marie as she ran up the staircase into the Knight’s Hall, the largest room in the building. The Princess kept urging them to hurry, and without stopping, she told the waiting servants to gather her visitor’s belongings from the carriage and bring them inside.

The Mannheim Palace was an imposing structure, originally built in the 1700’s to house the Palatinate Prince-Elector of the Holy Roman Empire and his court. During the Napoleonic wars Mannheim became part of the Grand Duchy of Baden, and the palace, as large as the Palace of Versailles in France, was no longer used as the seat of government and quickly fell into various stages of disrepair.

Princess Marie’s mother, the Dowager Duchess Stéphanie de Beauharnais and her daughter were the only remaining Baden royalty living in the palace. The Dowager Duchess was the adopted daughter of Napoleon Bonaparte, the former Emperor of France, and she moved to the Grand Duchy of Baden over 25 years ago when she married Princess Marie’s father, the Grand Duke Karl Ludwig.

After he died, she was forced to move to Mannheim and they now resided in the Imperial Quarters in the east wing of the palace. The Imperial Bedroom next to the Throne Room was where the Dowager Duchess was waiting and where the hurrying princess was bringing her guests.
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Karolina followed the princess into the Knight’s Hall, and was astonished since this was the largest room that she had ever seen. Multiple crystal chandeliers and magnificent frescoes decorated the ceiling, and ancestral paintings hung on the walls. Karolina recognized the portrait of the old Grand Duke, the princess’s father, which she last saw as a child in the Grand Duke’s palace in Karlsruhe. Several of the windows looked out onto the palace gardens where Princess Marie enjoyed spending her time growing roses during the summer months. Draperies were hanging in the windows, but they seemed to be the worse for wear and Karolina noticed they required mending as she hurried past them into the hallway.

Several sections of the palace required renovation, but the Dowager Duchess was given limited funds from the current Grand Duke for its upkeep, did not use them for repairs, but instead for entertaining her visitors. She had continued to hold her court in the palace as best she could and yet she still keeps her popularity with the Mannheim nobility as when she had first arrived in Baden.

Recently, it seems more and more visitors were coming to call on the Dowager Duchess, stretching her housekeeping budget even further. The rumblings of a new Bonapartist movement against the King of France was being stirred up by her jailed cousin Louis-Napoléon, nephew of the former Emperor. The Dowager Duchess’s visitors would ask if she received any more news from her cousin, but she only smiled and shook her head.

Princess Marie steered them through the double doors of the Knight’s Hall, and down the hallway into the Imperial Quarters and the Imperial Bedroom. Waiting for them was the Dowager Duchess Stéphanie, a beautiful and stately French woman in her fifty-fourth year sitting in a large overstuffed armchair by the window. 

She had been raised in the French Emperor’s Court in Versailles and grown accustomed to all the luxuries and comforts have given to that royal position and she brought a small part of them to Baden with her to decorate her bedroom in the Mannheim Palace. The Dowager Duchess gave Theresia a big hug as she entered the room.

“I am so glad you are here,” she spoke in French. “The Grand Duke and Grand Duchess will be arriving soon and I am afraid the table settings for the wedding banquet will not be good enough for them! It’s been so long since I was at the palace in Karlsruhe and I do not remember how the table was set for such a grand banquet”.

Theresia told her she would be glad to help, so she and the Dowager Duchess rushed out of the bedroom to instruct the servants on how to arrange the proper royal place settings for the wedding banquet guests. 

Princess Marie took Karolina’s hand and said to her, “Karolina, come with me, now you can help me with my hair and gown before William arrives.”

Karolina shook off her amazement at seeing the exquisite silver embossed furniture and thick plush carpets in the Imperial Bedroom and began to help the princess with her hairstyling and last fitting for her wedding gown. Several hours later, the Dowager Duchess and Princess Marie, were much calmer and thanked Karolina and Theresia for all of their help for the wedding. Karolina and Theresia retired to their own rooms in the palace, exhausted from traveling and slept for several hours before the festivities began.
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After she had rested, Theresia arose and slowly unwrapped the evening gown she wore in Karlsruhe many years ago for Karolina to wear that night. She smoothed the rich silk and lace as she laid the gown out on her daughter’s bed. Theresia wanted her daughter to look as beautiful as possible that evening for the officers from the Grand Duke’s Guard and or any other distinguished wedding guests that could be potential suitors for her daughter.

Theresia then laid out her own gown and carefully clipped on a gold rounded ivory cross pin attached to a red ribbon with silver borders.

Theresia recalled the day in 1835 when she received this very special pin, from the Order of St Anne of Würzburg, a Knighthood for women, sponsored by the Queen of Bavaria. At the time, Theresia was a proud thirty-seven-year-old unmarried woman struggling to raise a child on her own when the Dowager Duchess Stéphanie’s servant called on her to come quickly to the palace in Karlsruhe for an audience with her royal highness. Theresia dropped everything she was doing, asked her friends to watch her child and hurried to the palace.

The Dowager Duchess heard about Theresia’s situation and had requested the Abbess in Würzburg and the Queen of Bavaria include Theresia in the Order of St. Anne. They were only too happy to grant her request being aware of her influence in France.

The Dowager Duchess informed Theresia of her selection and told her in addition to the St. Anne decorative pin, she would also receive a yearly pension which was awarded to its recipients as long as they remained unmarried. Theresia was stunned and struggled to contain her emotions in front of the Duchess and the other ladies in waiting. She thanked her profusely, and curtsied to leave, but not before offering her undying support to the Dowager Duchess.
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