
Charles Brockden Brown, “An Account of the Late Monarchy of Prussia.” American Register; 
or, The General Repository of History, Politics and Science (January 1, 1807): 159-164. 

 

 
Whether the Prussian monarchy is ever destined to rise again, is a question which a few months 

may possibly determine. It has, however, made a great figure in the world during the last century; and 
though the monarchy, as a single body, may be annihilated, yet the land and people composing it will 
still remain. It may therefore be interesting and instructive to give a concise account of its actual 
condition on the eve of the present war. This account will have so far a connection with the present 
state of things, that it will inform us what it is which the French have overturned; what weight has 
been taken out of one scale, and, if the revolution should be permanent, what has been put into 
another. It will likewise afford us some insight into the real consequences of the present war in Europe, 
by showing the kind and degree of national prosperity and happiness which that war has destroyed, or 
at least suspended. 

It may be proper to remark, that this account, taken from German statistical writers, places things 
in a much more flattering light than that in which they were formerly or are commonly exhibited. It is 
not in our power to detect or correct exaggerations, and things of this nature must be taken as they are 
found, till new and better evidence comes within our reach. 

The Prussian territories in and out of Germany could not be rated at less than 75,000 square 
miles, an area about equal to the whole of England and Wales, added to the half of Scotland. 

The climate, on the whole, is salubrious and mild, except in the eastern provinces, where the cold 
in winter is sometimes severe. The soil varies, but is in general fertile, and produces abundance of 
wheat, rye, barley, and oats; all sorts of pulse and garden fruits, besides timber, hemp, and flax. The 
cattle are indifferent, and the horses small, except those of East Prussia and Friesland. 
The whole population may be reckoned nearly ten millions, of which 
 

Prussia itself contains  4,000,000  

Silesia  2,100,000  

Brandenburg  1,300,000  

Pomerania  700,000  

Magdeburg, Halberstadt, &c .  900,000  

  

and the unconnected states about one million: so that each English square mile has, on the average, a 
population of a hundred and thirty-three and a third persons, a degree of populousness somewhat 
inferior to that of England and France. 

The population was rapidly increasing. The number of births considerably exceeded every year 
that of the deaths. In the year 1801, the surplus was 103,000; in 1802, 154,000; and in 1803, 138,000. 
The least populous provinces are Pomerania and New East Prussia. The most populous is Baireuth, 
or perhaps some circles in Silesia. 

With regard to the population of the large towns, the principal are 
 

Berlin, in Brandenburg,  with  160,000  

Warsaw, in the newly  acquired part of Poland  65,000  

Breslau, in Silesia  62,000  
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Konigsberg, in Prussia 57,000  

Dantzig, in Prussian Poland  48,000  

Magdeburg, in the duchy  of the same name  33,000  

Stettin, in Pomerania  18,600  

Though agriculture be the principal employment of the nation, it is only of late that it has 
experienced extensive improvements: but, compared with English, Italian, or Flemish farming, it is yet 
in its infancy. 

The principal manufactories were those of glass, looking-glasses, earthenware, china, tobacco  and 
snuff, starch, Prussian blue, paper, linen, woollen cloth, cotton and silk stuffs, &c .; chiefly at Berlin, 
Breslau, Konigsberg, Potsdam, Halle, Magdeburg. 

Trade was little understood. It was cramped by many prohibitions, restrictions, and monopolies 
of the crown, under the mistaken notion, that the obstructions which foreign commerce encounters 
contribute to render the inland trade more flourishing. Some manufactures were absolutely forced and 
supported by royal bounties. The situation of the Prussian dominions is, however, extremely 
favourable for commerce, as they communicate both with the Baltic and the North Sea. The principal 
sea-ports are Dantzig, Konigsberg, Elbing, Memel, Stettin, Colberg, and Emden. 

Prussia exported annually 

 Dollars.   

Timber, to the amount  of  1,000,000  

Wheat, rye, and oats  8,500,000  

Linens  6,00,0000  

Woollen cloth  3,500,000  

 
besides other articles of less importance. 

Its principal importation consisted of 

 Dollars.   

Raw sugar, to the amount of  3,000,000  

Coffee  2,500,000  

Wine  1,750,000  

Raw cotton and silk  3,500,000  

But it is impossible to ascertain the balance of its trade, as one province exported articles which 
the other imported; and little reliance is to be placed on the custom-house lists, which often include 
articles previously imported. 

Were it not for the many injudicious excise regulations, which throw numerous obstacles in its 
way, the transit trade might be considerable. There is a good in land navigation on the Memel, Pregel, 
Vistula, Oder, Spree, Havel, Elbe, Weser, and Ems; besides the Great and Little Frederic's canal in 
East Prussia, the former fourteen, the latter nearly five miles in length; the Iohannisburg canal, fifty-
five miles long; the Bomberg canal; the Frederic William's canal, fourteen miles long; the Finow canal, 
of twenty-three miles; the Klodnitz canal, in Silesia, twenty-three miles long; the new Oder canal, and 
the canal of Plauen. But the roads are bad. Only within the last twenty years have they attracted the 
attention of government. A few good turnpike roads lead from Berlin to Potsdam, to Frankfort, and 
in part to Hamburg. 

The productive capital may be estimated, 
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Dollars.   

In arable land, at about  555,000,000  

Meadows and grass  land  160,000,000  

Forests  135,000,000  

Gardens, orchards,  vineyards  76,000,000  

Mines  6,000,000  

Fisheries  30,500,000  

Game  12,500,000  

 975,000,000  

Its unproductive capital 
 

In gold and silver plate, at  25,000,000  

Cattle  150,000,000  

Buildings  600,000,000  

Household furniture  300,000,000  

Total,  1,075,000,000  

        

The circulating medium, or current coin, at  50,000,000  

The annual income derived from the productive capital may be taken at  210,000,000  

To which must be added, the produce of the national industry, or manufactured 
goods exported  

10.000,000  

Total,  220,000,000  

But as the annual charges on reproduction, and the wages of labour and industry, which must be 
deducted from this sum, amount to 149,000,000 dollars, there remains a neat annual produce of 
71,000,000 dollars. The annual income of every individual is only twenty-two dollars, the smallness of 
which sum sufficiently accounts for the frugality of the nation in general. There are, however, numbers 
of wealthy families, and very large capitals employed in trade, particularly at Dantzig, Breslau, and 
Berlin. 

Arts and sciences flourished to a great degree; the schools and universities were excellent; and 
there reigned in Prussia a perfect toleration of all creeds and religious opinions. The morals of the 
people were less corrupted than in other countries; frugality and patriotism were the prevailing virtues: 
the latter in some places degenerated even into national pride. The laws were mild. In the whole extent 
of the Prussian dominions, the number of those who suffered capital punishment never exceeded 
fourteen in the course of a year. Every criminal is tried without the least expence to the prosecutor. 

The kingly power was not restricted by known fundamental laws or constitutional assemblies; but 
in no state was the reign of public opinion more despotic, and the restraints on sovereign power, which 
arise from popular habits and education, more rigorous and salutary. The legal privileges of particular 
classes and communities, and the equitable constitution and maxims of tribunals, made up, together, 
a system of genuine, rational liberty and security, such as few nations who call themselves politically 
free are able to exhibit. 

The present, or late king shall we call him? has never abused his authority, and, by substituting to 
the needless luxury and pernicious magnificence of his father an economy equally removed from 
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sordidness and profusion, he had re-established the equilibrium between the income and expenditure 
of the state. The annual revenue of the crown was about thirty millions of dollars. 

The civil administration was confided to fifteen ministers, who formed the privy council; but 
acted each independently in his respective department, and were accountable to the king only.— Any, 
even the meanest, subject, who supposed himself aggrieved or oppressed, might apply directly to the 
king in writing, and was sure of an immediate investigation of his complaint. 

The army cost annually eleven million of dollars. It consisted of fifty-eight regiments of infantry, 
of two battalions each; thirty grenadier battalions; fifty-seven deposit, or third battalions; twentyfour 
battalions of fusiliers, or light infantry; three battalions of chasseurs, beides the foot guards; thirteen 
regiments of cuirassiers, each of ten squadrons; two regiments of heavy dragoons, of ten squadrons 
each, and twelve regiments  of five squadrons; ten regiments of hussars, or light dragoons, of ten 
squadrons each, besides the horse guards, a detached battalion of hussars, a corps of Towarczysz and 
horse chasseurs; four regiments and one battalion of artillery, fifteen companies of garrison artillery, 
and seven companies of horse artillery; besides four companies of miners, pontoniers, and a corps of 
engineers. The whole amounting to two hundred and fifty thousand men: commanded by three field-
marshals, seven generals of infantry, seven of cavalry, thirty lieutenant-generals of infantry, sixteen of 
cavalry, and forty-five major-generals of infantry, and twenty-one of cavalry. 

There is no difference between the peace and war establishment, except that in times of peace 
each regiment has its full complement of men during six or seven weeks only previous to the annual 
reviews, which take place at stated times. When these general reviews are over, the native Prussians are 
dismissed to their respective homes on furloughs, till the prospect of war demands their recal to the 
regiment, or till the next review. Every male subject in Prussia, who is of the requisite size, and does 
not belong to any of the privileged classes, is obliged to serve in the regiment of which his native place 
is the canton, or recruiting district. The whole country is liable to this military levy, except the towns 
of Berlin, Breslau, Potsdam, Magdeburg, Dantzig, and the nobility, clergy, public functionaries, Jews, 
Mennonites, and some manufacturers. 

The number of privileged persons, together with their families, amounts to about two millions 
and a half. Some of the unconnected provinces, as East Friesland, pay for their exemption from the 
military service. There are about 854,932 families for the recruiting of the infantry; 135,565 for the 
heavy dragoons; 84,996 for the cuirassiers; and 53,775 for the artillery. But that portion of men who 
continue in actual service all the year long, is procured from recruits raised in other parts of Germany 
not belonging to Prussia, or from volunteers out of the privileged towns. The service of these men is 
limited to eight years, and they receive a handsome bounty proportioned to their age and size. The 
hussars, or light dragoons, have no cantons; but, owing to the martial spirit of the nation, and to the 
prospect of advancement, they have always more than their complement. The fusiliers are likewise 
without cantons; they get those men who are not sufficiently tall for the infantry and grenadiers. As 
the Prussian nobility is not rich, noblemen only are employed as officers in the infantry and heavy 
cavalry; but in the artillery and hussar regiments, plebeians of good education, or who have 
distinguished themselves by their good behaviour, are also advanced to officer's places. In general, the 
young noblemen in Prussia enter the army at twelve or thirteen years of age. They are standard or 
colour-bearers, with the rank of free corporal only, for the space of three or four years, when they are 
made ensigns or cornets in rotation. There is an exception, however, in favour of those who are 
educated at the military school: they are always placed as officers immediately on leaving the academy. 

The pay of the men in the in fantry is about a dollar and a half per month, and two pound of 
bread per day; in the cavalry, about two dollars twenty cents per month, and bread. The subaltern 
officers in the infantry have about a third of a dollar per day; but in time of war they generally dine at 
the table of the captain, or chief of the company in which they serve. As the annual income derived 
from a company consists in part of the pay of those men who are permitted to return to their homes 
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after the reviews, it is very considerable in time of peace, not less than fourteen or sixteen hundred 
dollars a-year; but, during war, a captain's pay hardly amounts to five hundred dollars. 

Promotion in the Prussian army is as gradual and regular as in the English navy. 

Merit is seldom rewarded by any extraordinary advancement, except in particular cases. The most 
common recompense is knighthood. There are at present no less than four hundred and fifty officers 
in the Prussian army who are knights of the military order of merit, the insignia of which are a small 
enamelled star, suspended at a narrow white-edged black riband worn about the neck. General officers 
are rewarded with the orders of the red and black eagle, the latter of which confers as high honour as 
the order of the garter in England. Frederic the great erected statues to the most eminent warriors of 
his time in a public square at Berlin. 

The fiscal administration of Prussia was extremely simple. Every subject knew exactly how much, 
at what time, and where he had to pay his contribution. No extraordinary taxes were levied; the surplus 
of the annual revenue was amply sufficient for uncommon exigencies, and to carry on a war of a few 
years. The only difference between the war and peace establishment was the greater consumption of 
men, the uninterrupted personal service of the enrolled, and the citizens performing military duty in 
the inland towns. 

The police in general was good; the provision for the poor excellent; and the administration of 
justice much improved. Court martials were conducted on the same plan as in England, except that 
there is a judge advocate attached to each regiment, who is called auditor. 

The foreign affairs were managed by two of the ministers of state, and a certain number of 
counsellors of legation. 

The present war between France and Prussia began in October, 1806. In the ensuing two months 
the Prussian armies were destroyed, and all the territory but a part of the ancient kingdom of Prussia 
was completely subdued. The latter province was saved only by the interposition of the Russian armies, 
with whom the French have been for some months contending. 

The consequences to be drawn from this great and rapid revolution, with regard to the real power 
and force of the monarchy, are very dubious and uncertain. Whether the strength of Prussia has been 
hitherto overrated; whether the event be merely owing to certain casualties of war, impossible to 
foresee or prevent; to Prussian weakness and treachery; or to the irresistible superiority of the French, 
we are unable to decide. The two following facts, however, are undisputed, and may lead to important 
inferences: first, the Prussian forces at Jena amounted, according to the French, to 150,000; according 
to the Prussians, only to 95,000; in either case, a very small proportion of what is commonly stated as 
the standing army of that kingdom: secondly, several of the strongest fortresses in Europe, well 
garrisoned and provisioned, surrendered to the French without or with merely a show of resistance. 
The effects of this conquest have already been dreadful to the people. The suspension of business, and 
the enormous pecuniary exactions of the conquerors, must have occssioned infinite distress and 
general poverty. 


