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1.

The grand duchess' offer

 

 

THE GRAND DUCHESS STOOD STILL, her head tilted to one side, listening. "Who is that, Maria? Who is that playing the piano?" She paused, listening intently. "Not since Mr. Chopin visited us have I heard such music. The notes are like drops of water falling into a still pool - so clear they are crystal like."

"I believe, Your Grace, it is the younger daughter of Colonel Johann Gerhardt, Wilhelmina," her companion replied.

"A young girl?" She was silent again. "Her music is so touching - so much feeling!" They walked out into the courtyard. The afternoon was balmy and the notes wafted across from the music room.

"I fancy she is playing some of Mr Chopin's compositions, Your Grace. I know she greatly admires his music."

The two women sat down beside the fountain. The grand duchess did not often venture into this wing of the castle. It was occupied mostly by the army officers and their families. As the court was now in session with the grand duke and duchess in residence, there were many occupying this section. It was a close court, the grand duke knowing his officers by name. There was almost a family feeling.

The music came to a climax and the notes drifted away into silence.

"Maria go. Fetch the girl to me. I wish to speak to her." Maria rose and hastened away, entering the building by the door near the ceremonial arch.

The sun was warm. The courtyard, now such a delight with the exquisite gardens ablaze with colour and perfume, would soon be clothed in autumn foliage preparing for winter's sleep and blankets of snow. The fountain sparkled in the sunlight and the drops of water tinkled into the pool.

The grand duchess sat musing: a young girl to play like that! What maturity! What understanding! The feeling expressed in her music drew out a response in the listener. Her own heart had swelled with emotion: pain, yet delight. She must encourage such talent - extend it - bring out the gift this girl possessed.

She would offer her patronage, give her the opportunity to fulfil her potential. She would make her a protege. How exciting it was to discover such a one! She could even build a concert hall here in Heidelberg. It would be to honour this gifted artist if she excelled under her patronage. It could become famous throughout Europe; the world.

Already the university was rapidly gaining a reputation as a world-famous institute of learning. This was thanks to the grand dukes of Baden who, after a period of decline of the university during the period of the Thirty Years' War, had granted their patronage and involvement in its affairs.

Now, if she could be a true patron of the Arts, building a superb concert hall and taking under her patronage this girl, Heidelberg could gain a reputation as a centre of musical excellence. And it would be her own project. She smiled. 'The Grand Duchess of Baden Music Hall'. 'The Heidelberg Grand Duchess Music Hall'. She would have to think about the name. It would carry on for many years, long after she was gone from this earth.

She must talk to the grand duke, then the architects at the university. What a project! It would keep her happily occupied for some years.

 

 

Maria waited outside the music room. Wilhelmina had begun to play again. As the last notes died away she entered, moving swiftly across to the piano where the girl sat absorbed in the pages of music she was studying.

She jumped when Maria spoke. "Good afternoon, Wilhelmina. Come with me, please. The grand duchess wishes to see you."

The girl looked up in alarm. "The grand duchess? Is anything amiss? Should I perhaps not have been using this room today? Have I disturbed her?"

"You will see," Maria replied. "Come at once. We must not keep the grand duchess waiting." She turned and went quickly towards the door.

Wilhelmina rose and followed hastily. Why ever would the grand duchess send for her? Her mind raced. Where had she been this morning? What had she done? Was there any point of courtesy or protocol she had transgressed?

She ran a few steps to catch up to Maria. They turned down the long corridor, their footsteps echoing from the walls and lofty ceiling.

As they emerged into the courtyard, the sun was bright after the dim corridors. The grand duchess was still seated by the fountain. She turned when she heard the approaching footsteps.

So this was the girl. What a striking face! Her broad forehead was surmounted by thick dark hair which was caught high on the crown of her head with a wide ribbon bow and fell in a cascade down her back. The eyes were wide, observant, yet had a dreamy depth - a deeply intuitive and sensitive girl, thought the grand duchess. Yes, she could believe she was capable of such emotion in her music.

She held out her hand. Wilhelmina moved forward and curtsied. Her Grace did not look annoyed. Perhaps she had not displeased her, after all. What then?

"Come here, my child," the grand duchess said, smiling. "I have been listening to your music."

"I trust I did not disturb Your Grace with my playing. It was such a beautiful afternoon and the light was so clear in the music room. I sat down to play. I did not stop to think I may be disturbing the quiet." She lifted apologetic eyes.

The older woman was looking at her with interest.

"You like to play, Wilhelmina?"

"Oh yes, Your Grace. That is the trouble. I begin to play and I forget everything else. I do not mean to be rude or annoy. It is just that everything else goes out of my head. There is just the piano and me and the sounds we make together."

"You speak as though the piano has an entity of its own," the grand duchess said. "It only produces the sounds you determine with your hands."

"Yes, Your Grace. But it is like a child or an animal. It is the way you approach it, the way you handle it that makes the difference. If you treat it with love and caress it, if you speak to it with your fingers, then it responds. The beautiful sounds come back to you. There is an empathy." She paused, hoping she had not spoken too much. "You make it together, the piano and the pianist."

What depth this child had. What age would she be? Perhaps fifteen: almost a woman - and mature: mature for her age, yet still with the innocence of the child in her eyes.

"I see you love the piano, Wilhelmina. Do you have a piano of your own at home?"

"Yes, Your Grace."

"And you practice diligently?"

"It is not a task, Your Grace. I do not think about playing as practice. I just like to strive till I get the sounds I feel the composition calls for. It is not always achieved quickly - I am afraid I sometimes become so involved I lose count of time and I may be annoying those within hearing."

The grand duchess gave a little laugh. She held out her hand again and patted the seat near her. "Sit down here, Wilhelmina. I have not been annoyed. I was delighted by your music."

The girl's heart gave a leap of joy. She had delighted the grand duchess with her music. Wait till she told Mama and Papa. How pleased they would be.

The grand duchess was speaking again. "Was that one of Mr Chopin's compositions you were playing just now?"

"Yes, Your Grace."

"You admire Mr Chopin and his music?"

"Oh yes, Your Grace. There are so many wonderful composers, but Mr Chopin loves the piano, too, and his music speaks from the heart of the piano."

"You are a discerning, perceptive little soul, aren't you? I do believe you are right, even though I would not have expressed it so poetically. I believe Mr Chopin is a genius. Even Mr. Schumann states such. Mr. Chopin is an unchallenged master in his field. No-one speaks through the piano with so rich and varied a language!"

There was silence for a few minutes, broken only by the birds in the trees and the bees buzzing in the gardens. "Would you wish to devote yourself fully to your music, Wilhelmina?"

The dark eyes swept up in surprise. "I do devote a great deal of my time to my music, Your Grace - as much as ever I am able."

"I mean, Wilhelmina, would you wish to make a career of your music - become a concert pianist - give your life to the piano?" She hastened on. "This kind of life, if you are successful, brings great fame, great prestige. You may have Baden, Germany, Europe, the world at your feet, begging to hear you play, crying for more and more and more. You could be feted, given accolades, be at the pinnacle of the world.

"But it would be you and your piano. There would be no room, no time for anyone or anything else. You would belong body and soul to your public. Would you wish to do this? To devote yourself wholly to the piano?"

A puzzled expression had creased the girl's brow. What was the grand duchess saying? What was the meaning of all this? "It would be very wonderful to do this, Your Grace, to give my whole time and attention to my music. When Mr Chopin was here, my tutor, Mr. Rhyngold, secured a short time with the master for me. He seemed pleased with what I achieved in the time spent with him."

"You played for Mr Chopin? You say your tutor arranged this?" the grand duchess exclaimed in astonishment. The girl's tutor must believe she had great potential. If only she had discovered her while Mr Chopin was here! Never mind. She would invite him again.

But first she must ensure the girl's dedication to the demands entailed. She was young yet, but not too young.

"Yes, your Grace. I was working on some of Mr Chopin's compositions. Mr Rhyngold believed time spent with the composer was of great value. Mr Chopin is a great teacher as well as a great composer and pianist. I was very lucky to have such an opportunity."

This girl obviously had no idea of her potential - or what I believe is her potential, thought the grand duchess. Neither did she have any idea of what the grand duchess was leading up to.

"Wilhelmina, if you had the opportunity to study under the great masters, to devote yourself wholly to your music, to become, as I said, a concert pianist of the highest order, would you take that opportunity? Or would you think the demands too great?"

Thoughts, possibilities raced through Wilhelmina's mind. What was the grand duchess suggesting, asking these things? Oh, how wonderful it would be to do as she suggested. But what of Mama and Papa? What would they say?

Her heart thudded against her ribs and she felt her pulse searing through her veins. What a dream! To study under someone like Mr Chopin! But how silly she was to get excited like this. It was just that the words awakened untold dreams.

But dreams they were. The grand duchess was speaking hypothetically. She had enjoyed her music and flattered her by sending for her to discuss her music. How gracious of her.

"Well Wilhelmina, what would you do?"

"Oh, Your Grace. If I had such an opportunity as you describe - I don't know how that could ever be, it is just a dream - but if I did, I would find it no burden to lose myself in my music. It speaks to the very soul. I would not think the demands too great."

"Then, my dear young lady, I intend to invite Mr Chopin to visit us again presently. I want him to spend time with you. I shall ask him if he is willing to accept you as a pupil with the view of grooming you for a career as a concert pianist. You could become famous."

She watched as amazement and incredulity suffused the girl's face.

"In other words, Wilhelmina, I am offering you my patronage. What do you say?"

 

 

 








2.


Troubled times

 

THE TWO OFFICERS STROLLED SLOWLY down the great hall. They were deep in conversation. Though the hall was unoccupied except for themselves, their voices were hushed and their footsteps were barely audible on the tiled floor. The sun slanted in obliquely from the high window. 

"I tell you, Heinrich, I am concerned. These are turbulent times. What is going to happen?"

The taller of the two men glanced briefly at his companion. The sun caught the glint of the gold epaulettes and heavy fringe on their uniforms.

"That I cannot tell you, Johann. It would be a wiser man than I who could answer you precisely. I think one would need to be a clairvoyant. One can look at events, situations, the movement of society around us, but there is no saying for sure how things will go." He was the shorter of the two, though both men were well-built, upright figures.

"But we must use foresight. We must look to the future, prepare for what may come." They walked a few metres in silence.

"That was a nasty clash a while back- remember?" continued Heinrich. "I refer to the weavers' revolt. Factory workers in the towns are feeling the power of their numbers and are not going to accept things continuing as they have been in the past."

His companion agreed. "That was badly and harshly handled, too. They were put down this time, but I believe it will only be temporarily. Times are changing, towns are growing. These people will not accept the standard of life they now have. They have little to lose or to risk in an uprising."

"We must not forget the horror and the bloodshed in France. It is not so long ago."

"We were not old enough to understand at the time, but my parents were." Johann paused. "Many of their friends and some relatives perished in that bloody time. It was a bloodbath we do not want to see here in Baden, my friend."

"Indeed, no." Heinrich looked up at the vast ceiling, the soaring columns, the great chandeliers. "It is understandable," he said, "this questioning of all this beauty and magnificence compared with their squalor."

"There are some, too, who laud their mastery over the lower classes. It does not help the situation. If all men are equal in the sight of God, then some change must come. God will see to that if man does not."

Heinrich nodded. "That is another issue, of course: the turmoil in the church. A man cannot be told how he must worship. We are told in the scriptures a man must worship from his heart. The way he does that is his affair. There is great division not only between the Catholics and Protestants, but between Protestants themselves." He shook his head. "These are man's deepest feelings, his motivations and aspirations."

Johann hastened to add, "Many of the Lutherans are suffering. This united church of Lutheran and Reformed will not work. There are men who are suffering imprisonment for their stand, a stand made in conscience. They will not become part of a church which does not comply wholeheartedly with their beliefs and teachings. Some are resisting and suffering the consequences; others are leaving the country. In any case, however admirable the intention at the beginning, the union is today largely a political and administrative ploy."

They had walked through the great doors into the courtyard and gazed out over the town.

"There is tension between our countries, too. The states are in disarray. Agreements cannot be reached."

Another officer of the army approached the two by the wall. "You are taking the air for the good of your health?" he called. "You both look decidedly gloomy. What ails you?"

Heinrich replied, "We have been discussing the state of the kingdom - or rather, the whole country. There is much that troubles one."

The new arrival waved his arm in a motion of dismissal. "Do not worry. All these lower-class uprisings will soon be squashed. The army just has to flex its muscles and they'll come to heel again." He slapped his gloves on his thigh. "To happier tidings. We are required to dine in the great hall tonight. The grand duke has some special entertainment for us." He turned to go. "I must move on to carry the good news to others."

Johann and Heinrich watched his departure. They watched as he bounded up the flight of stairs and disappeared into the palace. "We must be careful, my friend," Heinrich said. "We would not be looked on favourably if it were generally known our feelings in some of these matters." He paused a moment. "The very walls have ears."

"You are right, Heinrich. There is much intrigue. Concern for all men could be interpreted as disloyalty at best and treason at worst. We must not speak openly of this."

The two friends parted, each deeply troubled.

Johann left the palace grounds and descended to the town. He would go for a long walk to clear his head. A foreboding of things to come and the urgency for action made his step heavy as he wended his way down.

If the factory workers were to rise up again, as they well might, if they were joined by others of the lower classes, there would no doubt be violence. Once violence begins, reason, logic, compassion all fly out the window. The mentality of the mob, the hysteria of mob rule takes over. This was what had happened in France. There had been other lesser revolutions since, but that was the one that had rocked Europe, the world.

Johann strode along the narrow, winding streets. He was aware of the looks of suspicion cast in his direction. As he passed one man leaning in his doorway, the man spat on the ground in contempt. Johann ignored the action. Such actions were rare as yet. It was possible the man had not meant it for him. More likely he had though, he thought. He was in uniform. He was associated with the palace and, in the mind of the lower people, 'one of them'.

That would be the case, should it all come to the point of full violent revolution. Not only he, but his family as well would be classed with the ruling family and would no doubt receive the same treatment.

The situation here in Heidelberg was not so volatile as in some states. The grand duke had done much for Baden. The university was evidence of this. But the revolt would come, if it came, from people who had no connection with places like the university. There were many things that needed review, attention. For instance, both his girls had bright minds. They had both had a good education. Both spoke several languages. Wilhelmina particularly had a bright, enquiring mind. Yet they were denied access to the university. Was it not unfair that women were excluded from enrolment in the university?

He would be classed as a radical if he spoke these thoughts abroad. Then he could be in danger from the palace. He was caught between the two, he thought. He could see the good and the bad, both in the government and administration of the state and the reactionary movement. The danger beyond all other for him and his family, though, would be in the event of mob rule.

He turned and made his way back through the town. The late afternoon sun was losing its warmth. The castle set high above the town, dominated the surrounding countryside - almost symbolic of its place and the place of its occupants in society.

He climbed the hill, twisting and turning up the steep path. The red sandstone building loomed above him.

What should he do? How could he protect his family from the turmoil and danger he felt so surely were coming? He had lost his first wife, Sophia. She had died so soon after their daughter was born. Then he had been so lucky to find his second, Sophia. They had another daughter, Wilhelmina. She was now fifteen years old and doing so well with her studies and with her piano.

What a funny little person she was with her great love of her music. She forgot everything when she sat down at the piano - even her mother's bidding and tasks assigned to her. He smiled, remembering. Nothing must happen to them. He must protect them.

He had reached the grounds of the castle. He must hurry in and change for the dinner and entertainment. Sophia would know if the ladies were to be included or if it was only for the officers.

He had been remiss going so far and being so late back. He hurried down through the courtyard towards his rooms.

As he entered the corridor, he almost collided with a woman, one of the servants he realised. He helped her pick up the things she had dropped. "We were both in too much hurry, Frederica," he said, smiling. "Where are you going in such a hurry?"

The girl looked both ways, wary. Seeing they were alone, she spoke softly. "I am going to my room to collect my things, Colonel. I am leaving Baden. My family are all going."

"Leaving? Why are you leaving?" he asked.

The girl spoke almost in a whisper. "We are going to the colony of New South Wales to find freedom, Colonel - freedom to worship God in peace- and freedom to build a future. My father is a vinedresser and winemaker. We have very little money now we have prepared for our new life, but we believe we can progress and prosper with hard work when we get there."

Going to Australia! They were going to a faraway colony, an outpost for sending convicts to relieve the state of prisons in England, this girl and her family! They - ordinary people - must also be seeing the restrictions and dangers. What courage they had! "It must call for a great deal of courage to set off to a colony like Australia," he said.

The girl returned his direct honest gaze. "Yes, sir. It is...it is frightening." She paused, then added, "But God will take care of us. He will prosper us. We have prayed and believe we should go. After all, Abraham went out into the unknown country, didn't he? God called him and he obeyed God's prompting - and he reached his promised land and he prospered. We believe we will prosper."

She bobbed a little curtsy. "God be with you, colonel, and with your family. I hear your daughter play the piano in the music room every day. It is beautiful to hear. Goodbye, sir." With that, she was gone.

Johann stood watching her in amazement. What presence the girl had for one of the uneducated. What dignity and purpose. Australia! A penal colony! He recollected the time and hurried up the corridor to his rooms. He must not be late for the dinner.

 

 

 








3.


Mr Chopin

 

WILHELMINA'S MIND WAS WHIRLING AS SHE LEFT THE GRAND DUCHESS. It was unbelievable! The grand duchess was offering her patronage. The great lady would arrange and provide for her every need, leaving her to concentrate solely on her music. She would steer her career; promote her.

Mr Chopin had been pleased with her when she played for him before. The thought did not cross her mind that he may refuse to take her as a pupil. There had been a mental and spiritual harmony between them, the young inexperienced girl and the master musician. Their feelings towards their music were in tune.

What was it he had quoted to her? 'My dear Miss Wilhelmina,' he had said, 'music hath charms to soothe the savage breast.'

She had reached the other end of the courtyard. She looked back and saw the grand duchess and Maria moving away down the garden amidst the trees and statues. They were deep in conversation. The grand duchess was moving her hands excitedly as she talked.

I must pinch myself to see I am really awake, Wilhelmina thought. This must all be a dream. Did she really have the ability to become a concert pianist, as the grand duchess had said, 'of the highest order'?

Visions of great halls filled with ladies and gentlemen in evening dress, jewels sparkling in the light from the great chandeliers, flashed through her mind - and of herself seated at the grand piano on the stage, playing, playing, rapt with the sounds that emanated from the instrument.

She saw through a haze the faces uplifted to her, all attention riveted on her. She saw the audience rise to its feet in acclamation; the deafening thunder of applause. And she saw herself bowing low in gracious acknowledgment.

Oh. It was too much! Could this really happen? The grand duchess said it could. She would have to work hard, of course. But what work! It was something she loved doing, more than anything else.

She had come to the door of her home, but decided to walk a little further to try to sort out her thoughts and control her racing emotions.

The grand duchess would send word to Mr Chopin inviting him to her court. He had enjoyed his previous visit and would no doubt be pleased and flattered to receive an invitation for a return visit.

When would he come? She must speak to Mr. Rhyngold. But no, the grand duchess had said she would send for him and inform him of her intentions. He would be pleased. He was most encouraging always.

She turned at the end of the pathway and walked back the way she had come. What of Mama and Papa? What would they say? They would be proud, but would they be keen for her - a girl - to undertake a public career? They would see all the demands, all the pitfalls.

She tried to visualise their reaction. Perhaps they would feel they had lost her if she undertook this great thing. She would be dependent on the grand duchess and have her life, her decisions, ordered by her. She would no longer be under her father's care and guidance.

He may not like that. He was very conscious of his responsibility to his family. He took it very seriously. He may not consent to her accepting the offer.

She walked along, musing, trying to realise all the implications. Perhaps she would wait till she had played for Mr Chopin and see what he said before mentioning it to Mama and Papa. Was she being secretive, even deceitful in doing that? Should she be open and tell them now all the grand duchess had said? That was what she had intended to do. But now...

Papa had seemed somewhat worried of late. It may cause him concern if she told them. And there was no certainty, really. Yet. It all depended on Mr. Chopin's acceptance of the proposal. It wasn't definite. Yet.

Perhaps it would be wiser to wait, to say nothing for the present, to wait till the offer was formal before saying anything. There would be plenty of time when the master had been and accepted her to tell them the exciting prospects awaiting her.

No, she would say nothing. But oh, it would be hard to appear normal with the exciting visions racing through her mind. Mama would know there was something. She would have to keep busy so her mind was occupied. She would dream when she got to bed.

She turned in the door now when she reached it. The afternoon was drawing away. Mama would be looking for her. It was some time now since she had been playing the piano and the grand duchess had interrupted her. Her steps hastened along the corridor.

 

 

It was two weeks before Mr Chopin was located, the grand duchess' communication sent and an answer received. In just three weeks he would visit Heidelberg and entertain the court with his music.

He was, he said, most conscious of the honour bestowed on him by the grand duchess in inviting him again so soon after his last most enjoyable visit. He was most gratified to be made aware of her appreciation of his compositions and rendering of them.

He would be delighted to hear again the young lady, Wilhelmina, play and would be most willing to assess her suitability as a serious pupil with a view to grooming her as a concert pianist.

The grand duchess sent for Wilhelmina and told her the news. "Mr. Chopin remembers you and your rendition of his music," she said as she folded the letter and placed it in her secretaire. "Are you practising well, Wilhelmina?"

"I play every day, Your Grace. I wonder what Mr Chopin would like me to play?"

"Something of his compositions, I should say," smiled the grand duchess.

"Mr. Rhyngold is pleased with me," added Wilhelmina. "He is quite excited the master is possibly going to take me as a pupil."

"I am quite excited myself, my dear." She stood up. "However, we must just wait for his verdict."

Realising she was being dismissed, Wilhelmina bobbed a curtsy and left the room. As she went down the lofty corridor, she thought of the time - three weeks! Then she would know the course of her future - depending, of course, on how Mama and Papa received the news.

What would they say? Perhaps she should have told them before. But no. Papa seemed quite preoccupied and worried. What was wrong with him? Was there some trouble? His concern had increased these last few weeks.

No, she had done the right thing in not telling them yet. Soon she would know if there was really anything to tell.

Please God there would be.

 

***

 

The master had arrived. Wilhelmina had seen the carriage draw up at the palace entrance when she was returning from a visit to the dressmaker. She saw the frail little man descend from the carriage and enter the palace. What a nasty cough he had, poor man.

Her heart thudded as she made her way back to their apartment. When would he want to hear her play, to talk with her? The grand duchess would send for her when she was required. Perhaps it would not be until the next day. Mr. Chopin looked very tired when he arrived. He would need to rest.

It was two days before the awaited summons came. Wilhelmina heard the knock on the door and the servant's answer, then her mother's voice. "The grand duchess wishes to see Wilhelmina? Why?' Her mother's face was creased with concern.

"I am sure I have not done anything amiss, Mama." She thought quickly. Perhaps she could introduce a note of the interest the grand duchess had shown in her. "She sent for me a few weeks ago when she heard me playing in the music room. She was very kind and said she enjoyed my music. Perhaps she would like to hear me play today."

She rose from her desk and straightened her skirt. "She complimented you on your music and you mentioned nothing to us? Oh, you are a strange girl, Wilhelmina. Your father would be so pleased to hear that. How good of her to bother to send for you to tell you."

She ushered her daughter out into the main salon. "Hurry along, now. Don't keep her waiting."

When she arrived, Wilhelmina was immediately shown into the grand duchess' music salon. It was a beautiful room with a southern aspect. The sun streamed in the windows, making the room light and bright.

A frail figure was standing by the window with the grand duchess. They turned when Wilhelmina entered the room. "Ah, Wilhelmina. There you are. I have been talking to Mr. Chopin about my ideas for you."

Wilhelmina curtsied to the grand duchess and inclined her head to the master. He held out his hand. "It is a great pleasure to meet you again, Miss Wilhelmina. I await with joyful anticipation, your rendition of some of my music. Your tutor has told me you are acquainted with many of my compositions." He indicated the open grand piano. "Please delight us with my 'Fantasy Impromptu'."

Wilhelmina stepped confidently to the piano and seated herself calmly. Her mind was racing ahead through the music. It was one of her favourites. She could express her feelings in this.

She settled herself.

The compelling introduction shattered the silence of the room as she began to play. Then softly, caressingly, the sparkling cadences followed. There was movement, brilliance in the sound. The Largo section wooed the listeners, the piano singing the melody under her fingers. And so it flowed.

At last, the crescendo mounted into a frenzy of sound as note after note, full fortissimo, filled the room. Then, with gathering lightness, it tiptoed and faded, faded until the last notes were barely audible and finally died away. Her fingers lingered on the beloved keyboard. Then her hands dropped to her lap.

 

 

 








4.


The menace of the unknown

 

AS HE MADE HIS WAY TO THE GREAT HALL, the colonel's thoughts returned to the servant girl Frederica. So the people on the estates were aware of the dangers too, and taking action. People like her father, good men of conscience, Christian men with their strongly held beliefs were not going to accept a dogma forced upon them. They may not take violent action as was more probable from the factory workers in their situation, but they would deal with it in their own way.

He had reached the hall and turned in at the great ornate doors. The hall was ablaze with the lights of a multitude of candles, the great crystal chandeliers sparkling and glinting, the long table laden with the banquet food. The ladies had not been included tonight.

He glanced around the room. Everywhere, the uniforms of officers displayed the glamour of the court, the gold aglow against the dark material, the young officers like young cock birds as they strutted in their tight breeches.

As he walked among the throng, he was struck by the number of visiting officers from neighbouring states. There must be a good deal of discussion going on between the grand duke and his advisers and the emissaries of other countries. Again, his mind went to the critical social and political situation around him.

He had been greeting acquaintances as he wended his way down the hall. Suddenly, to his surprise, he noticed an unexpected familiar face. This man was an Englishman. What was Sir Percy Rutherford doing here in Heidelberg? The man looked up. Catching sight of Johann, he excused himself from his companions and made his way towards him. "Colonel Gerhardt!" he called. "How very good to meet you again. I trust all is well with you?"

The two men greeted each other enthusiastically and stood talking till the grand duke entered and they all seated themselves at the table.

The chefs had excelled and course after course was served. The wine flowed and the clamour of voices rose as the evening wore on. As they applied themselves to the fish course, Johann turned to his companion. "How goes it in your country, Sir Percy?" he asked.

The Englishman looked searchingly at him. "Better than in yours at present, I believe, my friend," he said softly. "Our young queen has brought a stability to the throne that was sadly lacking after the tragedy of her immediate predecessor and the scandals of the previous two.

"She is presenting a model of unimpeachable private life: a deep-rooted sense of responsibility, warmth and kindliness; and a great capacity for hard, conscientious work. It is felt throughout the nation and she is admired and copied widely."

Johann shook his head. He glanced along the table. The group to his right were involved in a heated discussion and those on his left equally taken up. "I fear we are not in such a happy position," he said. "I tremble at what might happen. There is unrest among the lower classes, in the church and in political circles. We could see tragic times, I fear. Unless change is achieved very quickly, I fear it will be too late to avert bloodshed."

There was a silence between them for a few minutes. Then the Englishman raised his glass and peered at the wine, twirling the glass in his fingers. He said softly, "Some of these things you have mentioned are indirectly the reason I am here."

Johann glanced at him quickly.

"We are aware in England that some of your people are not, shall we say, content in their homeland today, that they see no future. We are in the process of facilitating certain passages and positions, covering a wide range of employment. We are looking for a breadth of expertise, of skills, of profession, from shepherds and vinedressers to veterinary surgeons and doctors."

"You are short of all these people in England?" asked Johann, mystified.

"No, Colonel. We need these people to go to the colony of New South Wales. It began as a penal colony peopled with convicts and soldiers. But it is growing. Many are finding it a land of opportunity - and making a great future there."

Johann's attention was riveted on his companion. "And you are here in connection with this?"

Sir Percy smiled. "That is one of my assignments on this visit. There are several."

"And are you getting a response? People are accepting such a challenge?"

"Those with big hearts; those with fortitude; those with dreams. Yes, they are going. They will make good settlers. They are prepared for hard work. They have determination. They will make good Australians."

He paused, then added, "And they will be free - and safe from the turmoil here."

"That is what I fear; the turmoil. I remember all too clearly the consequences of the French eruption. I want to protect my family. They are innocent of any aggression. But we will all be lumped together in the minds of those with heavy grievances. And if it comes to mob rule..."

His companion leant towards him. The parties on either side were imbibing freely, but one must be careful. "Consider what I have been saying, Colonel." He smiled. "You may decide to emigrate. We need people of your calibre."

Of a sudden, Johann realised that this thought had been hovering in the back of his mind ever since his interchange with Frederica, though he had not consciously acknowledged it. But to leave his homeland, to cut the old ties completely, to start a new and strange life in a strange country, a country undeveloped, a wilderness without any of the attributes of civilisation as he knew it was such a big step!

To go to India, or China--anywhere in the East, even--would be one thing. But to go to a British colony devoid of the trappings of civilisation was another!

Sir Percy watched him, a faint smile playing around his lips. "Your roots are deep in this country?" he said softly.

"Deep indeed," replied Johann. "My family has worked the estate at Wiesbaden for centuries. My brother now administers it. Our vineyards have been producing for generations and our wine is famous. It has been in our very blood." He lifted his glass to his lips, sipped his wine and replaced the glass. "To leave the fatherland!"

"Think about it," Sir Percy said again. "If you believe it may be an answer, here is where I shall be in the next few weeks." He wrote on a card he had extracted from his pocket. "I can be contacted at these places. There are places waiting to be filled now. It is a challenge. It could be exciting. And it is an alternative, albeit drastic, to staying here and risking," he paused, "perhaps your life and that of your family."

The grand duke had risen. The assembly rose. The banquet was at an end. The opportunity for the tete-a-tete had vanished.

 

***

 

Johann walked the corridors thoughtfully as he made his way back to the apartment.

What would Sophia think of this idea--and the girls? He did not know what to think of it himself. He let himself into the apartment and went quietly to the bedroom. The girls' rooms were in darkness. They were already asleep. He undressed and slid into bed beside Sophia. She stirred and turned towards him. "Did you enjoy the banquet, Johann?" she asked sleepily.

"It was a very good meal," he answered.

"What is it? Did something happen? You have something more to tell me." She was awake now.

"I am worried, my love."

She lifted her head and looked at him. "Worried? What about?"

"I am worried about our country--the situation with the factory workers and many of the lower classes. I fear there is gong to be trouble, Sophia; really big trouble. The shadow of the French Revolution is not far removed from us."

"Is this what has been ailing you these last weeks? Do you think it is so serious?"

"I do indeed. I become more and more filled with an urgency to take action to protect you and the girls."

"But why are you thinking particularly of this tonight, at this time of night--after a banquet, when I would think your mood would have mellowed?"

Johann's mind whirled. Would he confide his thoughts to his Sophia? It affected her as much as himself. He made a sudden decision. "I met tonight an old acquaintance, an admirable man, Sir Percy Rutherford from Britain. He is an emissary for the Queen and the British government."

He stalled a minute, hardly daring to voice Sir Percy's suggestion. "He tells me the young Queen Victoria has brought stability to her country. He spoke most highly of her."

"Yes, but what has that to do with your being worried at this time of night?" she asked, cutting through his diversionary tactics.

"He told me one of his assignments in this visit to our country is to recruit emigrants for his government."

"Emigrants?" exclaimed Sophia. "Emigrants to where?"

"To the colony of New South Wales. Australia." The words were out.

"To the colony of New South Wales? I don't see..."

"We talked of the troubles of our country, the turmoil. I don't know if you realise the severity of the turmoil we are facing. The lower classes are demanding change. We could face a bloody revolution. You know what happened not so long ago in France."

He heard Sophia catch her breath. "You think this could happen here, Johann?"

"I believe there is every possibility it could happen. Pray God it does not. But if it does, we will be classed with the nobility, the royalty we serve. Not only me, but you and the girls also."

"Oh Johann, I had no idea it was quite so serious," she exclaimed. "What ever can we do? Are you sure you are not taking a too pessimistic view?" 

Johann told her of his chance meeting with Frederica and their conversation. "So you see, it is not only my thought. These people are making their decisions; they are taking control of what can be done about their future--and they are leaving. I believe there are also people going to Russia. But I do not see any lasting improvement there. All of Europe is like a volcano, seething underneath ready to erupt. There will be trouble in many quarters."

The enormity of the state of affairs that was so troubling Johann filled Sophia's mind. So this was why he had been so preoccupied--so unlike himself. Ensconced in the castle and the life of the court with all its plenty, she had been unaware. They talked for some time in undertones. Johann explained to her the violence of the uprising of the factory workers. Of the persecution in the church and the imprisonment of clergy and people who held out for their beliefs, of the strained relations between the states. She was trying to take it all in and the implications for themselves.

After a moment of silence while she digested all this, Johann said, "Sir Percy said he has positions from shepherds to doctors to fill. He suggested we might consider emigrating."

Sophia sat bolt upright. "We emigrate?" she expostulated. "We emigrate to the colony of New South Wales?" She could not believe her ears. She had not come this far in all this revelation. She had not seen what Johann was leading up to. "But that is a penal colony. There is no court! No society! Whatever could we do? Oh, it is unthinkable."

"There, there. Do not distress yourself, my dear. I have not said we would go. He has suggested we might consider the possibility--look into it, see what is really involved, get facts as to what we may be going to, should we make that decision."

Sophia fell back on her pillows. Oh, it was unthinkable, positively unthinkable, to leave the life she knew. The prestige she enjoyed as a member of the court, her place in society. For what? The unknown loomed menacingly.

They talked far into the early hours of the dangers, the little they knew or surmised about the colony; what they would be leaving; the effects on the girls; their future.

At last Johann said, "The thing is, my love, if we remain and do nothing, we may none of us have any future."

There was silence as Sophia grappled with the devastation of her secure world.

"We must pray for God's guidance and protection. As Frederica said, Abraham went out into the unknown, at God's calling and God prospered him. Let us pray now, my darling. Then go to sleep, secure in his care, that he will guide us and direct us in what to do. We must be alert, looking for that direction. It will come."

 

 

 








5.


A dream beyond all expectations

 

THERE WAS SILENCE IN THE ROOM as Wilhelmina became aware of her surroundings. The clock on the mantel chimed the hour.

What had Mr. Chopin thought of her rendition of his music? The master left the window and walked slowly across the room to where she was seated. She looked up, trying to gauge his reaction.

He stood looking at her silently for what seemed to the girl to be minutes. Then he sighed softly. "That was a most remarkable performance for one so young, Miss Wilhelmina. You have great perception, great sensitivity. You have gone straight to the soul of the music." He smiled. "I shall look forward with delight to working with you."

A rush of pure joy flooded Wilhelmina. The master was going to accept her as a pupil! All this wonderful dream could come true! Oh, thank you, Lord. Thank you. Her face flushed as she remained seated, feeling weak with emotion.

The grand duchess, who had followed Mr. Chopin across the room, gave a little cry of pleasure. "So, you are pleased with Wilhelmina's ability?" she asked.

"More than pleased, Your Grace. To groom such a one will be a delight."

The grand duchess looked at Wilhelmina. "Well, my dear young lady, what have you to say?"

"Oh, Your Grace, I do not know what to say. I am overwhelmed."

"And well you may be," said the grand duchess. "Mr. Chopin has paid you a great compliment." She turned to the master. "Wilhelmina has assured me it is no burden to her to practise for hours per day, Mr. Chopin."

"I am sure that is true, Your Grace. No-one plays as she does if it is a burden." He smiled at Wilhelmina.

"You may go and tell your parents now of Mr. Chopin's decision. We must look to the business side of our arrangement--how long you will need to be under his tutelage before you can give a concert, where you should make your debut. Oh, there are a thousand things to be decided."
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