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VOICE ONE:
I'm Steve Ember.
VOICE TWO:

And I’'m Robert Cohen with the VOA Specia English program, PEOPLE IN
AMERICA. Today wetdl about the man who declared himself the emperor of the
United States.

((THEME))

VOICE ONE:

The smdl city of Colma, Cdifornia, isjust afew kilometers south of San Francisco.
Many people vist the city each year to see the burid place of one very unusud manin
Colma’ s Woodlawvn Cemetery. These vidtors come to see amemorid stone placed
on hisgrave.

The writing on the gone saysin large letters, “NORTON THE FIRST, - EMPEROR
OF THE UNITED STATES AND PROTECTOR OF MEXICO.” Under this, in
amaller szeletters, is, “Joshua A. Norton Born in Eighteen-Nineteen.  Died January
Eighth, Eighteen-Eighty.

VOICE TWO:

Anyone who has studied American history knows that the United Statesis a
democracy. The president and other political leaders of the United States are elected
to office by the citizens. Thereisno royd family, no king, and no emperor.

Y et, Joshua Abraham Norton declared himself to be Emperor of the United States on
September Seventeenth, Eighteen Fifty-Nine,

He sent an announcement to the newspapers of San Francisco saying he was Emperor
Norton the First of the United States and the Protector of Mexico. The newspapers
did not publishiit.

VOICE ONE:
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Many people in San Francisco knew Joshua Norton. He was born in England in
Eighteent Nineteen. He moved to San Francisco from South Africa. He arrived with
alot of money. Helater lost dl hismoney in avery bad financid ded. His many
friends knew that this grestly affected him.

Joshua Norton no longer was the same man. Most of his friends believed the shock of
logng dl his money had taken away his ability to reason and to live in the red world.
Poor Joshua Norton was not dangerous or violent, but he no longer knew what was
real and what was only imaginary.

((MUSIC BRIDGE))
VOICE TWO:

Soon after he declared himsdlf to be the Emperor of the United States, Joshua Norton
began wearing blue military clothing. A soldier a the army base in San Francisco gave
him the gold colored buttons and gold cloth. 1t made his uniform seem asif it
belonged to a generdl....or perhaps aking...or even an Emperor.

Emperor Norton the First soon became the best known man in San Francisco. He
awayswore his uniform and atal hat. When people saw him they would show the
respect given aking...or emperor. Emperor Norton usudly did not have any money.
But he did not need any. If Emperor Norton went to an eating place, he was served a
med...free. If he needed something little from a ore, that was aso fredy given.
Sometimes he paid with his own kind of money. It was paper money with his picture
onit.

Many stores began placing asmall Sgn in the sore window. The sgn said, “By
Appointment to his Mg esty, Emperor Norton the First.” The sign meant the Sore or
esting-place had been approved by the Emperor of the United States. Stores that had
the signs noted that their business increased.

VOICE ONE:

Emperor Norton began sending roya orders...called decrees...to the newspapers of
San Francisco.  The newspapers began publishing them. Many people thought they
were funny. Some people bought the newspapers just to read about the latest decree
from the Emperor of the United States.

Many of the decrees, however, made people think. For example, Emperor Norton
sad that Governor Wise of Virginiawas to be removed from office by roya decree.
Emperor Norton said this was necessary because Governor Wise had ordered the
death by hanging of John Brown. John Brown was arebda who had tried to Sart a
war to free daves.

Emperor Norton said John Brown had tried to capture the state of Virginiawith only
seventeen men. That was evidence, Emperor Norton said, that John Brown was
mentaly sck and should have been put in a hospita for trestment.

Emperor Norton said John Brown never should have been executed. Many peoplein
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San Francisco agreed with Emperor Norton. The execution of John Brown was one
of the many issues that led to the American Civil War.

VOICE TWO:

Another Emperor Norton decree had to do with the name of the city. Some people
often use ashort name for city of San Francisco. They cdl it “Frisco.” Emperor
Norton did not like this short name. He decreed that anyone found guilty of using the
word “Frisco” must pay apendty of twenty-five dollars. Even today many citizens of
San Francisco warn vigitors never to call the great city “Frisco. *

Perhaps Emperor Norton's most famous decree ordered the city government to build
abridge from the city of Oakland to asmadl idand in San Francisco Bay. It said the
bridge should extend from the little idand to San Francisco.

City leaders did nothing about building the bridge. So Emperor Norton ordered them
removed from office. Nothing happened, of course, to the city leaders or about the
bridge.

Many years later, after Emperor Norton' s degth, a bridge was built extending from
San Francisco to the city of Oakland. It was placed dmost in the exact spot that
Emperor Norton had decreed. It iscdled the Bay Bridge. Thousands of cars pass
over it every day.

((MUSIC BRIDGE))
VOICE ONE:

San Francisco has aways been home to many Chinese people. It still istoday. One
story about Emperor Norton involves the Chinese. In histime many people did not
like Chinese people. One group of people organized an anti-Chinese committee.
They believed too many Chinese lived in San Francisco. They decided to cause
violence in the Chinese area of the city.

Many people knew about the committee' s plans, but no one did anything to stop the
planned violence. One night, members of the committee left a meeting and waked
toward the area of the city where most of the Chinese lived. Asthey got closeto the
area, one man stood in the street blocking their way.

He said nothing. He did not move. His head waslow on his chest and he seemed to
be praying. The mob of troublemakers stopped. They looked at the old blue uniform
with its gold colored buttons. They said nothing. They did nothing. Slowly, the mob
turned and walked away. Emperor Norton had prevented the planned violence.

VOICE TWO:

Emperor Norton had two dogs. They were named Bummer and Lazarus. They were
with him dl thetime. If a San Francisco theater was presenting a new play or musicd,
Emperor Norton, Bummer and Lazarus had three seats at it. If the San Francisco
Science Academy was meeting, the three might attend to listen to a discussion of the
latest developmentsin science.
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One night, a new member of the San Francisco police department arrested Emperor
Norton. The young policeman thought anyone who claimed to be the Emperor of the
United State might be a danger to the public. Very soon ajudge and the chief of
police arrived at the police station. The judge said, “The Emperor has hurt no one that
| know of.” He quickly ordered the Emperor freed and apologized for the mistake.
From that time on, the San Francisco policemen showed respect to Joshua Norton by
giving amilitary sdute.

VOICE ONE:

On January Eighth, Eighteent Eighty, Emperor Norton was waking along Cdifornia
Street ingpecting his city asusud. Peoplein the area saw him fdl down. Severd
rushed to hisaid. Moments later it was clear that Joshua Norton was dead.

The next day, the San Francisco Chronicle newspaper printed four words in French
across the front of the paper. They were“LE ROI EST MORT.” They mean, “The
King isdead.”

The newspaper reported the death of the city’ s most famous citizen. The report said
that Joshua Norton had no real money...not even enough to pay for hisburia. Almost
immediately, wedlthy members of a San Francisco business group collected enough to
pay for the funerd.

Businesses closed in San Francisco the day of the funeral. Newspapers reported that
more ten thousand people attended the buria ceremony for Emperor Norton. One
newspaper said that the world would be a much better place if dl kings and emperors
were as kind and as honest as Joshua Norton.

VOICE TWO:

Today, some stores and eating places in San Francisco gtill have sgnswhich say, “By
Appointment to His Mgesty, Emperor Norton the First.” And each year agroup of
citizens meets at Joshua Norton's burid place to honor the first and only Emperor of
the United States.

((THEME))

VOICE ONE:

This Specid English program was written and produced by Paul Thompson. Our
audio engineer was Wagner Roberts. I'm Steve Ember.

VOICE TWO:

And I’'m Robert Cohen. Join us again next week for another PEOPLE IN
AMERICA program on the Voice of America
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