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      The Emperor’s  
 Old Clothes 

I, Joshua Norton of San Francisco, 
California, declare and proclaim myself 

Emperor of these United States.
Emperor Norton, 1859

S AN FRANCISCO HAS LONG HAD A
love-hate relationship with its colorful street 
people, with poverty, panhandling and 
vagrancy a controversial and seemingly 
intractable problem for the city fathers. 
   But when one notable character who had 
roamed the city’s streets for two decades 
died in 1880, as many as 30, 000 citizens 
lined up to pay homage to him along his 
two-mile long passing funeral procession.
   And they weren’t all homeless people. 

***
   Joshua Abraham Norton was born in 1818 
in London. When he was two years old, his 
family moved to South Africa, where his 
father set up a shipping supply business. 

                       Emperor Norton, by Addie Ballou, 1879

By age 21, Joshua was running his own 
similar business, but it soon went bankrupt.    
   In 1849, after both of his parents had died, 
Norton travelled to San Francisco, seeking 
his fortune in the California Gold Rush. 
Quickly discerning that more money could 
be made selling the proverbial ‘picks and 
shovels’ than in panning for gold, he began 
selling provisions like rice and flour to 
aspiring miners, and by using the profits to 
accumulate a modest portfolio of rental 
properties, soon became a wealthy and 
influential member of the city’s elite. 
But then Norton’s fortunes turned, and an 
ill-advised attempt to corner the rice market 
in 1852 led to yet another bankruptcy.
  Norton disappeared into obscurity for 
several years, until in late 1859 a regally-
attired man walked into the local newspaper 
office demanding that the editor publish a 
short notice in the following day’s edition.



At the age of 41, Joshua Norton was 
announcing to the world that he was the 
new ‘Emperor of these United States.’    
   At first , his declaration was whole- 
heartedly ignored, but that wasn’t going to 
stop Norton. Having proclaimed himself 
emperor, he was determined to act like one. 
Adopting the faded blue uniform of a Civil 
War general, he began issuing frequent 
imperial proclamations. Calling for every-
thing from the abolition of Congress to 
condemnation of a skating rink operator 
who refused to issue the penniless emperor 
a pair of skates, his most ardent campaign 
called for the construction of a suspension 
bridge across the bay to Oakland, which at 
the time was accessible only by ferry.
   Being emperor didn’t pay very well, but 
Norton’s frugal lifestyle was supported by 
the generosity of many public admirers, 
along with a few wealthy friends from his 
high society days. He also eked out a 
modest income from the sale of ersatz 
currency, ‘imperial bonds,’ and fines, many 
of the latter levied on careless tourists who 
referred to the city using the ‘abominable’ 
word Frisco—a hefty $25 penalty.
   Sleeping in a cheap boarding house, 
attending public meetings and wandering 
the streets to confer with his ‘subjects’ by 
day, in the evenings Norton could visit any 
tavern in town and enjoy free drinks and a 
meal, often sharing his food with two stray 
dogs he named Bummer and Lazarus.
   Some of Norton’s proclamations were 
remarkably progressive for the era. As 
‘emperor of all the people,’ he argued for 
equal rights for blacks, Native Americans, 
and Chinese immigrants, and frequently 
scolded police and politicians for the city’s 
rampant corruption. In many ways, in fact, 
Norton was an early champion for the 
values of tolerance and fairness that the city 
would in time become widely admired for.   

   On a cold, rainy evening in January, 1890, 
Norton left his austere room, planning to 
attend a lecture as an honored guest at the 
nearby Academy of Natural Sciences, but 
along the way,  the 61-year old collapsed on 
the sidewalk and died of a suspected stroke. 
   Norton’s obituary in the local newspaper 
was headlined, ‘LE ROI EST MORT’ (‘THE 
KING IS DEAD’). City flags flew at half 
mast and thousands of people attended his 
funeral, among them many of the city’s 
wealthy and powerful. Leaving behind only 
a handful of personal possessions and a  
cache of unissued decrees and ersatz ten 
dollar notes, Norton was destined for a  
non-descript pauper’s grave, but his old 
friends in business once again came to his 
rescue, paying for a fancy rosewood coffin 
and a burial plot in the Masonic cemetery. 
   In 2013, a public campaign was begun to 
rename the San Francisco-Oakland Bay 
Bridge the Emperor Norton Bridge, in 
recognition of Norton’s efforts to promote 
the idea decades before the bridge was 
completed in 1936. Today, several official 
Emperor Norton impersonators dressed in 
imperial regalia offer visitors walking tours 
of the city, highlighting streets, squares, and 
establishments he was known to frequent.   
   To this day, no one knows exactly what 
prompted Norton to take on his eccentric 
role as a benevolent dictator, but many 
people believe he fell into a deep depression 
as a result of his financial difficulties, and 
creating a new persona for himself was an 
ingenious, if quirky, coping mechanism.
   Perhaps Norton saved himself from despair 
by becoming ‘Emperor Norton.’ But whether 
or not he himself ever took the role seriously, 
the citizens of his beloved San Francisco 
took him to heart, and Norton has since 
become a fitting symbol of the city’s aspira-
tion to welcome everyone into its embrace: 
oddballs, dreamers, free spirits — and yes, 
self-proclaimed emperors — alike.◾


