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Katarina Duchy

January 21, 1840


Dear Diary,

We are leaving behind the only life I have ever known. I’ve had to find places on the ship to be alone so I can cry without my husband or children seeing me. They are my life and I want to be strong for them. But the shock and pain of being exiled from our country is still fresh, making it difficult. I’m frightened, nervous, uncertain, and afraid of what lies ahead. My husband has told me to embrace the change and not look back. It will be difficult, but I understand it is time to move on. I’m uncertain what our new life will look like, but I do know I want to be closer to my children and be a greater support for my husband. It is time I live my life instead of having others live it for me. I believe this will be my last entry in this diary. I want to start fresh in my new life. This will be a new start, and my new diary will focus on my excitement for the future.

Katarina



Nothing but black as far as the eye can see. It’s a shade of black one can only experience at night, surrounded by the dark water of a vast ocean. I was standing on the deck of the RMS Britannia, sailing to a new life. This new life will differ greatly from the privileged life we left behind. We hope to find a sense of independence and reconnect as a family. My husband, Frederick, has convinced me it is for the best, and I trust his judgment.  

Earlier that morning, the captain had informed us we had crossed the halfway point during the previous night. We were halfway to America. On the deck of the grand steamship, it dawned on me we were completely isolated, alone in the vast Atlantic Ocean, farther from land than imaginable. As I looked out over the ship’s railing, I saw nothing but the dark expanse of the ocean, highlighted by the occasional reflection of a sliver of the moon shimmering across the water. When I looked up, there were more stars in the sky than a person could count in a hundred lifetimes. As I gazed back into the blackness, I saw what the future would have been if we had stayed in Duchy. A future of change, strife, and hardship, as the people in our kingdom try to find their way among the dramatic forces of power around them. A future that didn’t include a king and queen. In that dark moment, I remembered the day Frederick told me about his decision. 

“Our small Baltic kingdom is being squeezed on all sides by powerful forces. Russia, the Kingdom of Prussia, and members of the German Confederation all want our land. I’m not sure how we remained independent for so long. But what I do know is there is no longer room for our kingdom, or for our royal family. It is time we moved on. I’ve decided to abdicate the throne and go to America.”

Frederick was a thoughtful, loving husband, but he was the king. His power was absolute, so I simply answered, “Yes sire.”

With his words echoing in my mind, I looked away from the blackness and upwards to the stars. There I saw hope for the future, mumbling to myself, “This is best for my children. They won’t have the burden of a life already planned and thrust on them. They will have the independence to follow their own dreams and talents. And I will finally become the mother I aways wanted to be.”   

The ship continued its steady progress against the waves, breaking us free of our old way of life, a way of life that was quickly going away. Frederick had explained that small monarchies like ours were turning against nobility and the rights of the local aristocracy. Many were overthrowing their sovereigns, some in violent ways. Vindictive mobs recently stormed the residence of our allies to the east, dragging the entire royal family into the street and brutally killing the Duke, Dutchess, and their children. We were fortunate. Our people loved their King Frederick, the man I married. Instead of a rebellion, they asked him to turn the country over to a newly elected parliament. In truth, my husband never desired to be king. But he was a righteous king. A king who always put his subjects first and, as a result, our country prospered. He recognized times were changing and the country he loved needed to change with them. He was willing to sacrifice his privileged life, his crown, and his family legacy for the sake of his people.

Frederick relinquished his crown at thirty-one years of age and the people of Duchy showed their appreciation during a full week of celebrations. Frederick wasn’t sure if they were honoring him or celebrating their new freedoms. The new governing assembly presented Frederick with a proclamation honoring his family then gifted us with a bag of British gold sovereigns from the royal treasury, or as Frederick saw it, they let him keep only a token amount of his family’s wealth, then stole the balance along with all of his land. Suppressing any bitterness, Frederick quickly purchased four tickets on board the RMS Britannia Paddle Steamer, one of the first passenger steamships to cross the Atlantic, and the finest passenger ship in the Cunard Steamship Fleet.  

Which was how I found myself standing on the deck halfway across the Atlantic Ocean - - - and at peace. I had resolved my struggle with our decision since we left. We needed to turn the page on the past and start a new chapter in the story of our lives for the sake of our children. And like my husband Frederick, this country they call America enthralled me. They said it was the land of the free, and even though we come from royalty, we also longed to be free.    

In accordance with a ritual I’d maintained since we left, I spent the last hour of every day reading, then shredding diary entries. I cherished the memories on each page but felt the need to destroy my past writings as a symbolic way of moving on, leaving our kingdom behind us. Therefore, each night I spend the hour reading pages for the last time, then tearing them from my diaries and casting them into the ocean.   

Between Frederick and me, there were long discussions about moving forward and not living in the past. Our children would become Americans; it would be better for them if there were no reminders of what we left behind. A few nights ago, I started a new diary. But even with a mindset of leaving the past behind, I ensured I preserved our family tree by scribing the names of my mother, father, and grandparents on the opening page. It was a small family tree as my father and mother, as well as myself, were all “only children.” I was the first woman in several generations to have born a second child. I only wished my mother would have been alive to celebrate.  

Last night, I had written:


Dear Diary,

Reliving my memories tonight blocked out the steady beat of the steam engines, the paddle wheels beating against the water and the billowing sails as they take in the wind. I’m absorbed in my own thoughts, fighting against doom and gloom versus hope and peace. Last night Frederick and I talked about the future once we make port in New York City. Events happened so fast we didn’t plan beyond getting on the ship. I didn’t share my fear. I need to stay strong for Frederick and the children...  



My quiet moment of retrospection came suddenly to an end as Mr. Dickens appeared by my side. I was standing under one of the few gas lamps on deck as his shadow blacked out the page I was reading. I had seen him walk the deck on previous nights, so after tensing, I relaxed and met his eyes.    

He politely doffed his hat as he simply stated, “It’s a beautiful night,” as he walked by.  

It’d been a delightful surprise that Charles Dickens, the famous author, was aboard our ship. He was delightful company, sharing his literary highlights and stories yet to be published. His youth surprised me, especially considering his accomplishments and his distinguished and confident manner. He was on his way to America to embark on a book and lecture tour. It was also his first time across the Atlantic, but he seemed so worldly and had a lot of information to share about America. He was aware of current events shaping the relatively new country, reminding us of how little we knew about the rest of the world. As he continues his walk around the deck, I felt the chill of the night and decided to return to our cabin for the night.

Approaching our cabin door, I stop to knock on the adjoining door. 

Victor, our butler, answered by opening the door. Seeing me, he straightened. “Ma’am? How can I be of help?”

“Oh no,” I reassured him. “I just wanted you and Gertrude to know that we won’t be needing you for the remainder of the evening.”

Over his shoulder, sitting on her side of the blanket hung to separate the small cabin, our children’s nanny gave me a grateful wave. Victor bobbed his head respectfully.

Victor had only been our butler for the past two years, taking over for his father, who was the butler to William’s parents and grandparents. We were not sure how long his family had been in servitude, but that was how the class system works in our country. My husband was born into royalty and destined by birth to be king; Victor was born into servitude and destined by birth to follow in his father’s footsteps. He often said that he felt fortunate to have been born into such a positive situation. When we made the decision to leave, we gave him the option of staying in Duchy or of accompanying us on our move to America. He opted to go to America. Whether that decision was out of loyalty or opportunity, I wasn’t sure. But I cared little about his motive. With our ever-changing circumstances, we adopted the attitude of what happens will happen. We had turned our lives over to fate.  

Gertrude had been with us since Charlotte was born. She was a plain woman, but I often wondered what she would look like with her hair styled and wearing a more fashionable dress. Gertrude spent more time with the children than I had, something I felt more shame about than pride. I was envious that taking care of my children was her primary responsibility, while mine had been taking care of my royal duties. But there would be no royal duties to take care of in America, so that would change too. I was starting with this voyage, as the children were staying in our cabin. 

I slipped inside our cabin, careful not to disturb the scene playing out in front of me. My doting husband, the former King of Duchy, was reading a bedtime story to our prince and princess. Maybe not so coincidently, he was reading Oliver Twist, a book that Dickens himself gave to us the night before. Frederick looked up at me, a soft smile on his face. The children, so engrossed in the story, didn’t notice that I had entered the cabin.  

Our young children have viewed the move to America as an adventure. When we were facing the end of the Crown, one thing that Frederick had brought up was that our children might resent us for giving up the titles they would have inherited. Royal titles going back 400 years ended with us. I believed now, as I did then, that they’d forgive us. Charlotte, who was 12 years of age, and William, who was 9, were beautiful children. Many said they took after us, but of course, as king and queen, people told us what they thought we wanted to hear.  

I reminded myself that the future for our children would be different in America. Without titles, the children would need to earn respect, as would we. In America, respect didn’t come with birthright. But we were ready for change as much as the people we left behind in Duchy. People, no matter their pedigree, should be free to choose their own path.

Our cabin was small but cozy. Two sets of bunk beds lined the walls on both sides, with a porthole window in the middle. Just inside the door to the right sat a small built-in desk; two chairs occupied the space to the left. With the bedtime story group taking up the seating area, I sat down at the desk and pulled out my current diary, placing it next to the remnants of the older ones. I then carefully caressed the cover of a third diary that is yet to be opened. The dark blue leather cover, tooled with a design of roses, contained blank elegant cotton pages. I couldn’t resist raising the cover to my nose, taking a whiff of the pungent smell of new leather. My diary had been my constant companion as a girl, and now I planned to give this new diary to Charlotte when we reach America. 

Just as I’d done with my diary, I copied our family tree onto the opening page of Charlotte’s new diary. I then wrote the first entry, encouraging her to fill the pages with her thoughts and dreams, just as my mother had instructed me. To find inspiration, I paused, collected my thoughts, and turned to my diary’s first entry, written by my mother.


My Darling Katarina,

During the time I carried you, I would constantly peek in the empty bassinet, wondering what it would be like to have a child in my life. You are the best of everything I had hoped. This diary is a gift for you to write your thoughts, feelings, and events of your life. Your life will be full, even after I’m gone. Always remember, I will always live in your memories; you will never be alone. 

Your Loving Mother,

Margrethe



I had committed to the disposing of my diaries before we reached America. But as I came across this entry, I just couldn’t do it. It is one of the few things I have from my mother. Another entry I couldn’t throw overboard is the entry I made following her death. I was 15 years old.


Dear Diary, 

My mother is dead. I just talked to her yesterday. I knew she was sick, but I never let myself believe she would die...  

...The funeral was very sad. I’m heartbroken over her death. She has been my constant companion, and I can’t imagine life without her. She has always been my biggest supporter, my best teacher, and someone I knew who loved me with her whole heart, as I did her. Now she is gone. I feel so alone. 

Katarina  



I carefully tore out these old pages, along with a few others I had saved from my old diaries, and tucked them into the back of my new “American” diary. Then my memories turned to reliving what came after my mother’s death.

The year after my mother died, my father arranged for me to move to Duchy to finish my training. During my upbringing, my education revolved around becoming a proper debutante. When I debuted, I caught the eye of Frederick’s parents, and a few months later they selected me to marry Frederick. Just like Frederick and Victor, that is the system I was born into. But I was fortunate. My father, whether or not he knew, had agreed to the marriage of someone I grew to love. Frederick tells me he feels the same. Once I adjusted to my new situation, I have only known happiness - - - I was certainly a spoiled little queen. Snapping back to the present, I compose my message to Charlotte. I want her to know who her family was, and that she will never be alone. And I hope with all my heart she only knows happiness. A happiness that she pursues, not dictated by birth.  


My Darling Charlotte,

I’m writing this on board the RMS Brittania. We are halfway to America. I don’t know what the future holds for us, but in my heart, I know you were born for great things. My mother encouraged me to keep a diary and I want to pass the idea along to you. It has been a great comfort to record my day and I hope it will be the same for you. Your story will begin when we step on the shore in America. Whatever the future holds, know that your father and mother will always love you.  

Your loving mother, Katarina 



As I finished my diary entry, I noticed the story reading had gone silent. Glancing in their direction, I found all three fast asleep; the children using their father as a customized mattress. Reluctantly, I carefully pick up little Willie and placed him on his top bunk, then shook Frederick awake.

“I’ll get her,” he mumbled sleepily, sliding his hands underneath Charlotte, then gently lifting her to the other top bunk.

I smiled as neither child woke during the transition. Fredrick kissed us all good night and he crawled into his lower berth. I returned his kiss, longing for the time we could sleep together again. Quickly putting away the books, I used the moment of privacy to prepare for bed, then crawled into my single lower berth. Frederick’s arm was hanging over the side of his narrow bunk, so I reached across the space between us and gave his hand a light squeeze before I rolled over, shut my eyes, and tried to settle my mind. Sleep didn’t come as quickly as I had hoped.
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Mary Tremante  

March 1840

Martinsville, New York


Dear Diary,

The sun is rising in the east, casting a beautiful glow on the world around me. Today I feel like a woman. My dreams are coming true. William has asked me to marry him. I want nothing else in this life, only to be with William. I will do the best I can to make him a good wife. I love him with my whole heart. Father and Mother like him too.

Mary  



It’d been a long time since I was the first person in the house to awake and descend the stairs to the kitchen. Leaving my warm blankets, I quickly dressed and, after coming down the cold stairs barefooted, I quickly lit the stove that I had prepped with kindling the night before. I shivered as I waited for the stove to warm the kitchen. The quick change from my warm bed to the cold kitchen was a shock to the system. Spring was trying to push out the long cold winter, but the nights remained cold and it took a while for the house to warm. For as long as I could remember, my mother had always been the first to wake. By the time I came bounding down the stairs, breakfast was on the table, ready for both me and my father. As if by magic, my mother brought the kitchen to life. She made it a warm oasis after the cold descent from the upstairs bedrooms.  

But today I was no longer a child. Today was my eighteenth birthday, so it was time for me to perform the lessons taught to me by my mother and be the one to bring the house to life.  

Everything around me was so familiar. This was my childhood home, and the kitchen had always been my favorite room in the house. It was a special place where my small family of three congregated every morning for breakfast and to start our day. We shared our plans for the day and discuss upcoming events. My father was the first to leave the table as he left early in the morning to open our general store on Main Street, two blocks from our home. After he left, it was just my mother and me. She took me under her wing, teaching me how a well-run home operates. But she also gave me plenty of time to read, study and explore outdoors. In winter months, the kitchen was the warmest place in the house, often because it was the only room with heat. My favorite memories were winter evenings when we were all in the kitchen, our protected cocoon. Mother worked on “to do” lists, and she had many. Father worked on the financial books and inventory for the store, and I engrossed myself in my studies. When I caught up on homework, I rewarded myself by reading a new book. I loved reading; I loved my family - - - I’m a lucky girl. 

On a normal morning, I wouldn’t dwell on how hard my parents have worked to raise their only child. I took it for granted. But this morning was different. I noticed everything. This morning, I saw every dish in the cupboard, noticed the pots and pans hanging above the well-used cast-iron stove and the painting hanging on the wall that I have taken for granted. Each item was familiar; comfortable. I clued into the marks on the table, a reminder of every meal we have ever eaten as a family. Most pronounced were the dents in the wood made by me and father the day we got silly and pounded on the table with fork and knife in hand when our dinner was late! The utensils left the unintended marks. I was not sure Mother appreciated the humor, but she seemed to take pleasure in our shenanigans, even at her expense. I dreamed of having a family as happy as ours someday.  

I spent the last few nights reading my diaries for the last time. One reason I woke up early this morning was so I could light the stove and have a few minutes alone. Symbolically, I decided it was time to burn my childhood diaries and move on to adulthood. As I fed the diary pages to the flames, was thankful mother had encouraged me to write down my thoughts. If it weren’t for my mother, I would never have learned to love the written word. 

My mother and father encouraged my education even though I was a girl. Before marrying my father, my mother taught at the one-room schoolhouse, and was therefore well prepared to teach her only daughter. With her instruction, I learned to read at the age of four. I devoured every book I could find. What I found on the pages of each book expanded my world.  

Then, at the age of seven, my mother gave me a book full of empty pages. She told me it was time I wrote my story. At the end of each day, before I folded my hands in prayer, she encouraged me to write what I did that day. I spent the last two nights reading my entries that made up my story. I read, what were now my childhood memories from cover to cover. I laughed at my early childish writing, obviously concentrating more on each stroke of the pen than what I was writing. Ink blots dripped over the pages and I remembered how stained my fingers would be after writing. I laughed to myself when I read an important entry, “I saw a bird. It was blue.” The letters weren’t as perfect as I thought they were when I was seven, but the bird was still blue. As time passed, I recorded my daily events, incorporating additional detailed entries. Mid-childhood entries focused on adventures and new experiences. I wrote about climbing my first tree, learning to ride a bike, and about the time my best friend and I dressed up as goblins for Halloween. We ended the day getting caught stealing a pumpkin from the neighbor’s garden! I wrote about that too, but this time I laughed at our juvenile transgressions that had seemed so much more serious at the time. As I approached adolescence, I became more introspective in my writing. I found myself writing down more of what I was feeling than things that I did. As I became a young woman, my writing dealt with my most private thoughts. As I reread the words, I blushed.  

Many of these thoughts revolved around my lifetime friend William. 

I met William at grammar school. Putting modesty aside, we were the smartest students in the school, with maybe the exception of two older students. With time, we became second teachers to the younger students. I was in school every day, both because I loved to learn and my parents made sure I had perfect attendance. And, living in town close to the school, I had few excuses not to make the short walk.  

My father envisioned my future working in and eventually taking over their store. It was the largest store in our village and was important to the community. My father had taken over the store from his parents, who first opened it as a trading depot in 1789. He knew that operating the store in the modern age took an educated mind, so he regularly drilled me in my studies. My parents were willing to let me explore and be a child, but there were certain things that were etched in stone: going to school, respecting elders, and honesty in everything you do.  

William’s situation differed from mine. He lived on a farm, and farm work came first, so he was frequently late to school, as early morning chores took priority. Will took long breaks during the planting and harvesting seasons. The school accepted this practice to encourage farm families to send their children to school without fear of dropping out. Even with limited time, Will always caught up easily. I liked William and was more than willing to help him catch up. The truth was, I missed him terribly when he wasn’t in school, so I would ride my bike out to his farm to deliver homework and books. We would study together in a place he set up in the horse barn. Besides our kitchen, it was one of my favorite places. Our first kiss happened in the horse barn, and it took me three entire pages to describe the special moment in my diary.


Dear Diary,

...I’m still blushing in warmth. Tonight was different; a special night. After completing our school assignment, we sat together, sitting side by side along the stall wall... tonight when Will put his arm around me he pulled me close in a special way. Without thinking I looked up at him and gently touched his face...



I blush again just thinking about the moment.


...as I looked up Will gently pressed his lips against mine. I have never experienced a moment like that moment...we paused, then he kissed me again - - - a long passionate kiss that was both long and not long enough...





I turned the page and was surprised to find the next two pages missing, leaving a gap between my entries. Then I remembered I had torn out the next page from my diary, so I closed my eyes and finished reliving every moment of that glorious night. This memory convinced me that burning my diary was the right thing to do. I would always cherish my memories. And, I’m now convinced that memories are enhanced when your mind absorbs the moment without being restricted to what was written on paper.


...Will is more than just my best friend. I truly love him.  

Mary 



Although a good student, Will was what you would call a quiet kid. My teacher said he was an introvert. I always laughed at this because he was anything but shy around me. When we discussed this topic, he told me I was different. There was nobody else he felt comfortable sharing his inner thoughts with than me. He said the only exception might be when he talks to his horses. 

“Thanks a lot,” I laughed. “I guess I’m in good company.”  

Will might be an introvert, but he was polite and kind around other people. And he was a good listener.  

Most of the country kids didn’t come back to school after graduating eighth grade. People understood that they had learned all they needed if they were going to be farmers. If they weren’t, it was time to move on from “book learning,” select a trade and become an apprentice. William was the third of three boys and therefore would not inherit the farm. To me, this made no common sense, as he worked much harder than his brothers and was already an excellent farmer. His two older brothers showed little interest. But children didn’t challenge tradition, so William became a carpenter’s apprentice.

William continued to help his father on the farm while he apprenticed under Halvor “Woody” Olson, one of the best carpenters in the area. Typical of William, he also excelled in this endeavor.

Woody once told my father, “William is already a better carpenter than I am. He is a natural.” 

The local gunsmith shared space with Woody, so William also learned how to service and make guns. In just four years as a carpenter, William had already established himself in the community.

As I finish burning the pages of my diary, the kitchen has warmed and my heart is aglow. Before burning the final page, I decide to copy my last entry from my childhood diary, making it the first entry of my new adult diary. 


Dear Diary,

Will asked me to marry him today, and I said yes. My parents knew before I did, as Will had asked my father for permission to marry me. I already knew they would approve - - - who wouldn’t. We set the date for June 10th, a week after my graduation from high school. We are planning a small wedding. The list includes a few friends and our immediate family. As we reviewed the invitation list, we realized we both don’t have too many family members. In fact, other than our immediate family, there is nobody. Our grandparents have passed and we both never had any aunts or uncles and therefore no cousins. 

Mary










	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3 

[image: ]




Katarina Duchy


Dear Diary,

The hasty departure from our home left me with little time to plan, much less to think about an ocean voyage. Watching what many passengers were experiencing made me thankful our family was healthy and happy. I think I have finally come to grips with our change of circumstances, although I still have spells of doubt and an overwhelming feeling of loss. My diary ritual has helped. Having my family around me is also comforting. To my surprise, I enjoy visiting with the people on board, hoping to learn more about America. 

Katarina     




––––––––
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A SINGLE BEAM OF SUNLIGHT shining through our small porthole window danced across my face as the ship rolled with the waves. The cabin slowly came to life as we prepared to march down the passageway to the dining room for breakfast. I was last to be ready, cursed by the traveling standard for women. I longed to be twelve again, as I helped Charlotte rise and dress in less than two minutes.

Rising early for breakfast was worth the effort as I’d grown to enjoy the conversations around the splendid table in the dining area. There were 12 first-class passengers on board, not counting the children and servants. Together we sat down for each meal at a common table, with our Ship Captain John Hewitt serving as host. The food was surprisingly good and plentiful, served by a talented waitstaff. When we first boarded, the captain let us know there was even a cow on board supplying fresh milk.  

Over the first few days of the voyage, only our family, Charles, and Catherine Dickens, along with the captain, showed up for meals. Apparently, the other passengers had been dealing with the effects of seasickness. As the voyage progressed, the table slowly filled. The morning following my deck encounter with Mr. Dickens was the first day the table was full. Filling out the table was a banker from New York, Philemon Libby Mitchell; a couple who introduced themselves as southern plantation owners, Adelaide and Truman Dixon; Harold and Leona Dryden, who were returning from a trip to London to visit family; the Brooks Brothers, Harry and Julian, haberdashers from New York that had been in London to discover the latest fashions; and Patrick Gass, a former fur trapper and explorer. Gass was employed by the Hudson Bay Company and traveled in Europe to visit buyers. Although our butler and nanny and other servants were also traveling on first-class tickets, due to their social class, they took their meals in separate galleys. Victor ate with the ship’s crew, and Gertrude and the children dined in the women’s lounge.    

As some passengers were Americans returning home, Frederick and I enjoyed listening and gathering all the information possible about our future home. One memorable night, the discussion became tense.  

Hoping to spark conversation, Dickens said to Mr. Dixon, “My dear Mr. Dixon, tell us about your plantation.”  

“We own 500 acres of prime farmland along the Savannah River. It is simply the most gorgeous place in all of America,” Truman Dixon boasted in response, stretching the syllables of every word using his slow southern drawl.  

The Dixons were the gentlest, politest people I had ever met. Every encounter had been pleasant. Their southern charm was spellbinding. Charlotte, in particular, enjoyed their company and would blush when Mr. Dixon greeted her using his sweet southern accent. “So how is Miss Duchy today?” Charlotte would also giggle about the way they dressed - - - Mr. Truman in his white suits and Mrs. Truman in hooped skirts. Because of their usual pleasant disposition, we were startled as Dickens confronted them about slavery.  

“Impressive, five-hundred acres. And what may I ask, do you grow on this magnificent farm?”

“Rice. We feed all of Europe,” Dixon stated with pride. “Only the finest quality rice grown by genuine Gold Coast Negroes,” Dixon added.  

“Slaves, Damit man, you use slaves,” Dickens roared, obviously baiting Dixon into an argument he was delighted to engage.    

This sparring between the two continued for the next several minutes with the volume of their voices increasing with each comment. Each looked around the table for support. Nobody took the bait, as they had nothing to add or just wanted to change the conversation to something more pleasant. Finally, Dixon threw down his napkin and he and his wife abruptly stood and turned to leave.  

“You pretentious English will buy all the rice and cotton we can grow, then complain about the way we grow it,” Dixon huffed as he and his wife left the room.  

Dickens was unphased by this comment and simply changed the subject. In the aftermath of this uncomfortable encounter with Dickens, the Dixons didn’t show up for meals the next day. However, they soon reconciled with Dickens and the subject of slavery was not brought up again. 

Slavery wouldn’t be the only human suffering Dickens would bring to our attention during our voyage. As we entered the dining room for breakfast one morning, the mood again was dark. Dickens was speaking strongly to the captain about what he called the disgraceful conditions below deck. At first, I didn’t understand what he was ranting about, and my fellow passengers, who had already gathered around the table, also looked baffled. 

“It’s despicable! An outrage,” Dickens sputtered.

“Pardon me,” I interjected as I took my seat. Hoping to soothe the alarm I read on everyone’s face, I questioned, “What are we upset about?”

“Gracious God, the people below deck—barely any room to breathe. Women and children living in unsanitary conditions. The stench is unbearable - - - little fresh air and basic nourishment!” Dickens growled, crumpling his hat in his hand.

“What on earth are you talking about?” I asked. I glanced around. “Isn’t it just us and the crew?”

“Pardon me my dear, but you are most mistaken,” Dickens replied stiffly. 

Then he told me that during his evening walk, he stumbled upon a normally locked door that was swinging open. He ventured through the door leading to a stairway to the decks below. What he found was upwards of a hundred passengers living on a communal deck with little food and water. Mr. Dickens was no stranger to the oppressed, advocating to improve the conditions of children working in factories in Manchester, England. He found the living conditions below appalling and demanded an accounting from the captain, who was trying to explain the situation to the people sitting around the table.

Captain Hewitt, without batting an eye, explained, “The Royal Steam Company has available 15 first-class tickets and 100 steerage tickets for each voyage across the Atlantic.” He continued to elaborate. “Passengers who purchase a steerage class ticket are required to bring their own food and provisions and live below deck in a large area with limited services. This is the only way the company can afford to provide transportation to the ‘unfortunate’ who desire to go to America.”

Philemon supported the captain’s explanation by adding, “You will find the passengers consider this transportation a blessing, as there is no better way they could afford the journey.”  

“But the conditions are deplorable,” countered Dickens. 

“Nonsense,” declared the captain. “I inspect the ship daily, including all decks. I would not allow any abuse or mistreatment of any of my passengers.”  

Dickens mumbled, “humbug,” then fell silent, excused himself and left the room. Though the first-class passengers continued to discuss the “poor souls below,” they did little during the remainder of the voyage to assist those below deck. The class system was alive and well on the Atlantic Ocean.  

Later that evening I whispered to Frederick, “Do you think there will be poor people in America?”

He hugged me while saying, “There were poor people in Duchy. You just never saw them.”

I nodded, then silently prayed it would be better in America, the land of opportunity for all. 

Few passengers spent time in their cabins as they were very small. Every night after dinner, the crew converted the dining room to a gentlemen’s lounge, complete with after-dinner drinks, cigars, and pipe tobacco. We ladies returned to our cabins, changed into after-dinner clothes and, should we desire, gathered in the ship’s ladies-only lounge. Before I left the cabin, I tucked the children in bed, knowing that Willie might not stay put. Frequently during the voyage, I would return to our cabin and he would be gone. I would find him on the bridge talking to the captain or on the deck listening to Patrick Gass tell his stories of the American frontier.  

Charlotte was content with her collection of chapbooks. Her favorite books were poetry and stories of heroes such as Robin Hood and Sir Guy of Warwick, a knight who did good deeds. I often told her that Sir Guy was a fictitious character and didn’t really exist.

“I know, Mama, but the stories are based on a real person. They might even have good knights in America,” she answered as I tucked her in for the night.     

With only four ladies in first-class, the group in the “ladies’ only lounge” was small. After only a few evenings, we were all on a first-name basis. Tonight, I entered the lounge at the same time as Adelaide. The crew had transformed the room from an eating space into a comfortable seating area. An elegant rug replaced the table, laid on the wooden floor with four plush chairs around the wood stove. Kate and Leona already occupied two of the chairs.

Settling into her seat, Adelaide unpacked her knitting, greeting the ladies, “Good evening. It’s lovely to have calm seas.”

Leona agreed, “I have taken the liberty of ordering tea. Will you join me?”

As each woman nodded, Kate laughed, “Leona, your English accent is heavier than mine. Are you sure you are an American?”

Leona smiled coyly. “Harold always says that after only a couple of days around my family in England, I pick up their accent. I don’t even realize I do it. Sorry, it won’t last.”  

Adelaide paused her knitting and asked, “Do you live in New York City?”

“No, we live in the country, a few miles from the city. We have a lovely cottage overlooking the ocean. And you, Adelaide, how far will you need to travel after we arrive in New York?”

“It took us eight days to sail from our home in Savannah to New York. Gracious, I will count each day until I can sleep in my own bed again.” All echoed her wish - - - while I wondered where my next bed would be.  

The conversation continued to flow freely. Kate was adept at steering from topic to topic, and she was also a tremendous listener. After being around Mr. Dickens for a week, I thought she must have had plenty of practice. Truth be told, I admired this skill and worked hard to emulate her methods. 

I’m sure there were times when the ladies must have thought I had no opinions of my own. But I was learning from the Americans. I soaked in all the information I could, beginning to understand the growing divide between the North and South, the rich and poor, conflicts with Native Americans and the growing population of immigrants. I also heard about the bounty of the country and growing opportunities. During these times, I practiced my listening skills as Kate carried the conversation. She knew what I was doing and helped with my cultural education.

The older ladies often would retire early, leaving just Kate and me in the lounge. Kate would order a glass of sherry for both of us and the conversation would turn more personal.  

“I have never known another woman with whom I could share my personal feelings, dreams and experiences,” I confided in Kate as I sipped on the sherry.

Kate beamed. “You are very easy to talk with. I certainly enjoy your company.”    

During the voyage I spent most of my time in the company of Kate Dickens. She had an adventurous soul and played on my desire to see the world. Although younger than me, she had also borne two children, so we had a lot in common. Frederick and I had gone to school in London, so we were familiar with many of the areas she spoke of. We were also fortunate to have learned the King’s English while in London, so this made communication possible. I couldn’t imagine what a different experience we would have if we didn’t speak the language.  

While I nurtured my relationship with Kate, Frederick had befriended Philemon, the New York banker. A quick bond formed between them. Frederick looked to him for advice on how to settle in America. Philemon told him that it was important to safeguard his wealth, and that his Farmers Exchange Bank was the most well-capitalized bank in New York. 

Philemon was returning from a trip to London, where he had successfully raised additional capital in order to shore up the bank that had suffered during the recent financial crisis. He told Frederick that once we arrived in New York, he would personally transport our family to a hotel and place our royal treasury in the bank’s vault. This was a relief to Frederick and me, as we had given little thought to what we were going to do in the new world. Our guilelessness and poor preparation left us ill-equipped to care for ourselves and our children, a stark reminder of our pampered royal lives. Our staff took care of all the day-to-day planning and activities; our maids and butlers picked out our clothes; our cooks prepared our food; our footman took care of transportation; our nanny took care of the children; and the royal treasurer took care of our wealth. Now we suddenly realized we may be unready to become independent in this free world. 

Immediately after we returned from our after-dinner conversations, Frederick and I would share notes. These nightly discussions strengthen our already strong bond. He freely shared the men’s conversation and opinions they expressed. I did the same, however, sparing him the more intimate discussions held sacred by women. It was at one of these debriefings that Frederick told me that Philemon, the New York banker, shared that he was worried about the Drydens.  

“Apparently, Mr. Dryden’s business hasn’t fared well,” Frederick whispered to me. We tried to speak softly as the children were still settling down to sleep. He folded his suit coat and hung it in the small wardrobe in our cabin, and loosened his cravat. “The American economy had gone through a crisis beginning a few years ago and Dryden got caught in the middle of it.”

“But how can Leona afford such beautiful things?” I wondered out loud.

“That’s just the thing dear, if their trip to Europe isn’t successful, they can’t,” Frederick said grimly. “Harold had gone over to Europe hoping to borrow money from relatives to cover his losses. Philemon’s bank carried the note on his business and he told me if Dryden couldn’t bring his accounts current in the next few weeks, the bank would have to liquidate his business.”

I was grateful that Frederick trusted me enough to confide in me this information - - - not all husbands do. But now this information felt like a terrible secret. It made me feel uncomfortable around Leona. During our visits to the ladies-only lounge, she seemed oblivious to any problems. 

Frederick also befriended Patrick Gass, the former fur trapper. Like Willie, Frederick found his stories of the western frontier fascinating. And oh, how Mr. Gass could tell a story. During our nightly recap of the day, Frederick told me that Mr. Gass had been a member of the Lewis and Clark expedition. Frederick had read his journal and several other journals published by expedition members before we departed Europe. After the expedition, Gass was a guide to government surveyors, helping them map the country from the Mississippi River to the Pacific Ocean. Since his short stint in the army during the War of 1812, he has been in the employment of the Hudson Bay Company coordinating a network of trading posts that create a steady supply of beaver pelts to sell in the east and overseas.

He told Frederick, “Europe already exterminated its beaver population and now they are in the process of doing the same in America.”  

Gass looked every bit of what you might expect a backwoodsman to look like. He was a tall man with a long, narrow, rugged face, stringy hair somewhat wild on his head and combed straight down, pointing to a crooked nose. He dressed like a country gentleman, but with leather accessories and, instead of fashionable shoes, he trod around the deck in well-worn boots.

Little Willie also listened intently to his stories. He sat infatuated as Gass told his Mountain Man stories, speaking in a slow drawl. His eyes grew wide when Gass talked about the native tribes in the west. And Willie covered his eyes when Gass told of his bear encounters. Between Dickens and Gass, we had two of the most seasoned storytellers in the free world to help pass the time.  

January 31, 1840


Dear diary,

I feel protected in this small vessel on the water. Strange to think how vulnerable we really are - - - I’m not even sure how a boat floats. Everything we are hearing is that we will be stepping off the boat soon into a new world that is vast, unsettled but full of opportunity. I’m anxious and uncertain what this new world will hold in store for us. I will do my best to stay strong. I pray we will be safe.

Katarina  



After what seemed like ages, we saw land. We were finally on what I was told was the last leg of our journey, with the New York harbor tantalizingly close, but the going was slow. When the harbor finally came into view, the ship wove its way through a forest of masts. I called it a forest because all the masts created the illusion of trees bobbing on the waves. Small rowboats were everywhere, shuttling people from ships to shore, however our ship continued steadily towards the pier, steam rising oblivious of anything in its way. As we passed the sailing ships, many sailors were on deck, gawking at our steamship. It was like they had never seen a ship like the Britannia before. Our ship’s paddle wheels were indeed unique to the ships we passed. 

My small family lined the deck, trying to take in our long-anticipated destination. Willie had climbed onto the rail, and fearing he might fall, I wrapped my arms around both him and the railing. Frederick, worrying about us both, wrapped his arms around me and Charlotte, and sensing the moment, hugged us from the side. Mr. Dryden was standing next to our family trying to temper our enthusiasm as we made the approach. He had made the voyage across the Atlantic many times, but this was his first on a steamship. He was in awe of how fast the ship made the crossing. We were sure he was embellishing the much longer time he said it took the “tall ships” to make the same voyage.    
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