The Emperor of America


From 1859 to 1880, an emperor named Norton I ruled the United States.  You may wonder why you have never heard of His Royal Majesty, or why you have never seen his name in a history book.  The reason is that Norton I was not a real emperor, but he thought he was.


Joshua Norton had made a fortune as a merchant during the great California gold rush of 1849 and had become a well-known businessman in the growing town of San Francisco.  But after losing most of his money, Norton had a mental breakdown and disappeared from public life.  Several years later, he reappeared with the idea that he was “Emperor of the United States.”  And no one tried to tell him it wasn’t true.  When the September 17, 1859, issue of the San Francisco Bulletin printed Norton’s first announcement that he was emperor, the city decided to go along with him.  So began the reign of “the mad monarch.”


A month after announcing that he was emperor, Norton declared that he had put an end to Congress and that he was doing away with the Supreme Court.  When he learned that the nation did not recognize his empire, he said he was breaking up the Republic of the United States and that any laws made by that government would have no effect.  In later commands, Norton closed the office of the President and ended the Democratic and Republican parties.


For his daily parade around town, the Emperor wore a blue military uniform decorated with shiny brass buttons and a tall beaver hat that had a plume of colorful feathers.  There was a rosebud in the lapel of his uniform.  With a sword in his belt and a knotty cane at his side, the emperor would march about visiting his subjects.  His two best friends – his dogs, Bummer and Lazarus, went with him on these trips.


The city of San Francisco was a nice place at the time and accepted the emperor without much question.  Norton was thought to have a gentle heart.  People enjoyed talking with him, and he was especially friendly to women and children.  A short time after he appeared on the scene as Emperor, Norton was accepted as a town favorite.


Most of the townspeople granted special favors to the Emperor.  He was served at the best table in any restaurant in town and allowed to ride for free on the streetcars, trains, and ferries.  When the Emperor Norton went to the theater, he was let in without charge and then given the best seat available, while the orchestra played a fanfare.  And of course, the people always rose to their feet to show respect to their ruler.


The Emperor issued his own 50-cent paper money, which was accepted at the local shops.  The tailors all wanted to be one chosen to make his uniforms.  And the newspapers gladly printed his many orders and commands.


Norton was a peace-loving ruler – he never declared war on any other country.  In fact, one year after he became ruler, he decided that Mexico needed him also.  So he changed his title to, “Emperor of the United States and Protector of Mexico.”

 
Norton wanted to marry and have a son who could take his place as a ruler someday.  But he felt it would be unfair to all the American ladies who could not have him if he chose only one of them for his wife.  So he proposed to Queen Victoria of England.  But his proposal was never delivered – the telegraph company refused to send it.


In January of 1880, after having “ruled” the United States for 21 years, Norton I died.  Over 10,000 citizens of San Francisco came to pay their respects as the Emperor’s body lay in state.  His monument in San Francisco’s Woodlawn Cemetery reads:
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