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Let the reader understand, for we are here among the stiff hedgerows
of Fact, that there was once in Brandenburg a King, Frederick William by
name, of sour virtue and iron thrift, to whom Obedience stood as a grim
Archangel at the gate of his Kingdom. A Man not decked with ribbons but
with regiments; no harlequin glitter of Versailles, rather a Prussian barley-
field after harvest, crisp, bare, austere; yet fruitful of Bread and Drill. It
was in the year 1718, autumnal light slanting on birch and stubble, when
this King, hunting in his rough soldierly fashion near Wusterhausen, vanished
from his saddle as if the woods had swallowed him. Guns cracked—too many
for honest beaters; the hounds bayed and were baffled; and in the trampled
clearing lay only a torn sash and an empty stirrup. So disappears a Man
into the machinery of Europe! Kings also are but mortals; Providence uses
strange gins and snares for the schooling of nations.

There was, in those days, a certain Hungarian, Michael called Klement,
wind-sown seed of that unsettled 18th century, nimble of tongue, swift of
pen, servant now to this Court, now to that; part Prophet, by accident; part
Intriguer, by trade; a waif on the currents of Policy. He had whispered of
Plots, Austrian and Saxon; had hawked his tidings through chancelleries as
a man hawks matches in a rain-storm—poor, inflammable, and presently
wet. Behold, while he mutters of snare and seizure, the snare in very deed
tightens; the seizure, whether by Devil’s malice or by Man’s stupidity, is
accomplished. Our Hungarian, struck to the heart by his own echo, rides
south with a conscience for escort, following those thin signs that Outriders
and Providence leave behind them: a twig crossed like a rune; the pale scar
of bark where a knife has said Hush; a ferry-man who will not remember his
passengers.

Meanwhile in Berlin—stern Berlin, where candles are counted and ink
is measured by the teaspoon—Ministers sit pale as ledger-paper. Podewils,
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man of figures and correct bows, writes Orders in a hand imitative of Majesty;
the Queen, high-souled Dorothea, stands like a Saint in an alabaster niche,
commanding her tears to discipline. In a smaller chamber, a Boy (six years
old) kneels and reads his Psalm the sixth time; and when they tell him the
King is “delayed,” he makes that little Prussian bow which is half obedience,
half pride, and answers that he will wait. O young Fritz, with the flute yet
unfashioned, with the sword too heavy! There is a moment when a child
becomes History’s ward: it was that night.

Dresden, courteous and Jesuitical, receives a Guest by a postern. Not a
Prisoner; no—Heaven forfend!—only a Most Serene Personage temporarily
in our safe-keeping, till certain knotty questions of Empire and Economy be
adjusted among discreet friends. A decayed fortress holds him: good walls,
honest keys; chaplain with a black-calf Bible; captain of guard who keeps his
accounts like a catechism. The King asks for paper; is granted one sheet;
writes thereon a grave sentence concerning the Hand of God; folds it into
quarters with the exactitude of a quartermaster. He inquires whether the
Almighty admires Thrift. The captain salutes and opines nothing. A notable
dialogue between parsimony and infinity.

From Vienna there comes—not the illustrious Savoyard himself, that iron
Seraph whose plumes, dipped in gun-powder, have beaten down so many evil
mornings—but an Envoy, thin-lipped, geometrical, with a bow that has an-
gles enough to satisfy Euclid. He brings a Letter, pressed in wax to the very
bone of the paper; reads, in level cadences, of Order, of Proportion in Pun-
ishment, of Armies that think in battalion-sentences, of Treasuries that do
not leak. O blessed Arithmetic! If only Men were Numbers we might govern
them with a straight-edge. “Numbers can weep,” says the Reader gently;
“they do so when they fail to add.” The Prussian King, heavy, God-fearing,
hears this Gospel of the Column and the Ledger, and answers, not without
slow thunder in it, that Men are not ciphers to be shifted left or right by the
book-keeper’s whim.

But our Hungarian—this Klement, son of a febrile age—has meanwhile
achieved a metamorphosis proper to Proteus in a wig: Saxon coat, Viennese
queue, the soft foot of one accustomed to live by hearing through doors.
He makes acquaintance with a Clerk (sallow martyr of three superiors and
the influenza), and is led into a vault which the initiated call the Paper-
Room—holy of holies of modern States, smelling of wax, vinegar, wet wool:
that new Ecclesia where Statistics are the Psalms. In the Ledger a Majesty
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is itemised: bread, two loaves; candles, one; coals, three baskets; ink, half a
bottle per fortnight. It is a strange catechism which asks how many inches
of tallow are meet for a King. Klement proposes, with the meek hardihood
of his race, certain improvements of method: give the Sovereign three sheets,
forbid him to write more than on one; the thought will ripen in silence, the
candle burn less; Economy and Mercy for once shake hands across the table.
The Clerk, that conscientious scrivener, finds the suggestion neither right nor
wrong—only foreign; which is perhaps the truest description of all novelties.

Thus the days move with the slow friction of a file. A chaplain, thin
as a book-mark, reads of the ninety-nine and the one; to which the King,
grim logician of duty, replies that the Shepherd’s arithmetic is a paradox
and therefore—divine. We see the man—Frederick William—standing at
the window, a square figure cut against the frosted pane, looking out on
constellations that keep their drill without his orders; and in that silent cos-
mos something in him yields a line or two—no more—to a higher Geometry.

But Discipline, which keeps States erect as bayonets keep lines, has its
tragedy too. Winter drops from Silesia like a white curtain; on the Elbe a
skin of ice—strong enough for foxes, strong enough perhaps for men who do
not lie to themselves. Six grenadiers, brown-cloaked, move under Klement’s
guidance—this contrite Ulysses—to a gate which has been taught the virtue
of silence by oil well applied. Inside, a captain who never drank on duty
proposes not to begin for the sake of History. “You are late,” says he, with
a curiosity almost friendly. “God is never late,” answers the Hungarian, a
remark which, as it has happened, has more Theology than Tactics in it.

The door with iron bands opens upon Majesty seated like a schoolboy
on a stool. “You are he who invents truths,” says the King, remembering. “I
am he who strives to un-invent one,” answers the other; which is perhaps the
briefest biography of all hindsight. Shots trade along the stair like litigants’
recriminations; a boy crumples obediently when Death bids him kneel; the
King, laying an austere hand on the young head, takes up the fallen musket.
For a breath they are a procession across a white page—King, Traitor, Sol-
diers—History writing with a frozen pen. Then comes “Halt!” in the captain’s
voice—the audible conscience of an opposite Duty—and the page tears. A
bullet finds Klement where moral mathematics place it—high, bewildered,
near the heart; another strikes the King, who does not fall at once, but looks
as if for a chaplain and finds only the angelic fairness of the dead boy’s face.
“Forgive,” says he, not naming the object; which is for the best, seeing that
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forgiveness worth the name goes everywhere.

They bear him towards the river on a door which some zealous quar-
termaster will presently charge to the proper account. The air has that
sweet sharpness which arrives in the close company of pain. Klement lies
down by and by—no more bargaining, no more metamorphosis; only a man
concluding—and confesses, to a captain who believes in orders but also in
dawn, that there are Sums which cannot be worked; defects of education,
most of them taught by Life. The King asks for a Psalm and cannot find
one; asks whether there is a Boy among them, and the sergeant, keeping his
book exact, answers No; “Then it must be me,” says Frederick William; and
presently it is not.

In Berlin, the sword is taken from its nail and laid in the lap of the Boy
who will one day make Europe listen like a school; he sits white as paper—the
colour of unwritten History—and says nothing, which is the hardest sentence
to pronounce. A funeral follows, drilled as only grief that has learned its exer-
cise can be; ropes taut, veil light, silence magnificent. That night the Prince
writes three words, Honour without cruelty, and puts them under his pillow,
map of a country not yet discovered. The Queen, steadfast Lady, bears her
sorrow with that severe grace which is the last gift of royalty. Ministers
balance their accounts with a new tremor in the wrist. In Dresden, the just
captain marries a singer of plainchant, cultivates cabbages, and keeps his
ledgers without scandal. In Vienna our Euclidean Envoy receives instruc-
tions to lament privately and forget publicly; he obeys in that excellent style
for which Empires were once famous. In a cellar of ledgers a Clerk, restored
to the common day, writes with elegant digits: Candles—returned to ordi-
nary issue. Thus the world rights itself on paper.

So ends this small Chapter of Iron; a leaf blown from the Prussian Gospel
of Order into the Austrian Courtyard of Tact. Remark, reader, how small
causes—an empty stirrup, a mouse eating crumbs on a church-step, a clerk’s
sickly conscience—link themselves into the adamantine chain which we call
Fate; and how a man, wandering like Klement between altars and counting-
houses, may, by the grim arithmetic of events, set fire to his own thatch at
last and warm his hands at it with a kind of joy. That Frederick William,
grim House-Father of Prussia, should pass thus—half by policy, half by Prov-
idence—was a thing permitted once, and once perhaps was enough. The Boy
took the sword; the Elbe thawed; Europe went its obstinate road. Yet there
remains on the margin of these ledgers a remark in invisible ink, legible to
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such as can read tears: that Power which cannot forgive is a poor treasurer
of souls; and that the strictest Drill, if it drill out pity, will one day find itself
exact to the farthing—and bankrupt.

5


