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ABSTRACT 

 

 
My project, entitled, “‘Our Bonaparte’: Republicanism, Religion, and Paranoia in New 

England and the Mid-Atlantic, 1789-1830,” examines how American politicians used the idea of 

Napoleon Bonaparte to reflect (or distort) contemporary political issues in the New England and 

Mid-Atlantic areas of the United States. I show how Napoleon became a standard piece of 

political imagery to either support or attack specific political beliefs and opinions during the first 

three decades of the nineteenth century, depending on which political faction was discussing 

Bonaparte at the time.  

My introductory chapter explains how Americans viewed the French Revolution, which, 

in many ways, shows how these same Americans saw Napoleon—that he was the apogee of that 

revolution or he was its destroyer. My next chapter examines how Americans used the image of 

Napoleon as a potential mirror for their own government and society—while there was ample 

fear that Bonaparte’s example would be used by an American to usurp the political power in 

America, there was also great fear in New England and the Mid-Atlantic that Napoleon was also 

a portent of the end of days and that he himself was the Antichrist. In these chapters I show how 

millenarianism interacted with the commercial problems with the Continental System’s 

European blockade to influence an entirely negative view of Napoleon in those areas. I also look 

at how the idea of Napoleon is contrasted with the ideal republican—George Washington—and 

how this image haunts him, despite crucial differences in the understanding of the idea of 

republicanism in America and in France. I discuss in two chapters the effect of paranoia upon 

Americans’ understanding of Napoleon and France, specifically because of perceived “French 

influence” within the United States’ government and French sympathizers. My last t shows how 
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the image of Napoleon was resurrected after his death from a negative one in which he was 

portrayed as an evil man who may or may not be the Antichrist to one who astutely saw the 

potential in America and sought to help the U.S. during his time in power through the sale of 

Louisiana in 1803, among other things. 

The importance of this project is that it is a new way of viewing both politics and 

politicians in the 19th century by asking what can Napoleon tell historians about nineteenth 

century political culture. Napoleon was a widely known figure whose life parallels how politics 

changed during the Early Republic period in American history. My project gives readers the 

opportunity to see how interconnected with the world America was becoming in the nineteenth 

century, with new political vocabulary and references to a well-known European figure. I believe 

that this study will provide many new insights into how nineteenth century Americans saw 

themselves, their place in the world, and their fears and understandings about that place.  

Despite growing American interest in the much larger world, the majority of the 19th 

century saw Americans almost completely ignoring foreign policy and foreign events, thanks to 

the creation of the Monroe Doctrine in 1823, two years after Napoleon died in exile. The peace 

after Napoleon’s final fall in 1815 meant that there were few foreign wars for America to avoid, 

as per George Washington’s farewell address warning Americans to steer away from foreign 

entanglements. It stands to reason that Americans should have no reason to bring up the specter 

of Napoleon, a quasi-military dictator who illegally came to power in a military coup d’état in 

1799. Yet Americans do refer back to Napoleon, and often throughout the first decades of the 

century. Why might they want to do this? As a way of making common cause with the formerly 

glorious Emperor of the French? Or by comparing their enemies to Napoleon the ruthless 

warmonger with his ceaseless war-making?  
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My research question asks what meaning might Americans find within Napoleon? I seek 

to understand why they chose him, a foreigner, to provide support or defense against American 

political debates during this time. Americans could have chosen another American (like George 

Washington) to use as an example, and yet they referred to Napoleon. Why would they do this? 

What meaning is there in their choice of him as opposed to one of their own countrymen? What 

does Napoleon stand for in their rhetoric? Are they interested in him as the model of a potential 

usurper or as a canny politician in his own right? Are they concerned with his use of the military, 

and thus sought to limit it?  
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION AND AMERICAN PERCEPTIONS OF THE FRENCH 

REVOLUTION  
 

“The greatest of national calamities has at length befallen us, and we are engaged, as the 

admirable proclamation of his Excellency (President James Madison) expresses it, ‘in war 

against the nation from which we are descended, and which for many generations has been the 

bulwark of the religion we profess,’” rector John Sylvester Gardiner told his Boston 

congregation in 1812. Continuing, Gardiner remarked that it was a singularly bad time for the 

United States to enter into a war, because “we have neither army, nor navy, nor money, nor 

inclination, to flatter us with the remotest possibility of success, and which must terminate in the 

disgrace of our arms, and possibly in the loss of our liberties.” But why was America declaring a 

war against Great Britain in 1812? Gardiner answered, “The first cause of our present alarming 

situation was the French revolution.” Gardiner believed, like so many other Americans in New 

England, that the blame for much of the troubles in the world lay at France’s door. More than 

that, however, Gardiner had a face to put on the image of France. “After the anarchy of France, 

for liberty she never possessed, terminated in a military despotism, she no longer disguised her 

views of universal dominion, but trampled with equal indifference on the majesty of monarchies 

and the freedom of republics.”1 Gardiner implicated Napoleon Bonaparte as the author of all 

America’s woes, blaming the French Emperor for crimes against the free people of the world. 

“‘Our’ Napoleon?’: Republicanism, Religion, and Paranoia in New England and the Mid-

Atlantic, 1796-1830” examines how New Englanders and residents of the Mid-Atlantic region 

used the image of Napoleon to reflect their political fears for the United States’ republic after the 

                                                
1 John Sylvester John Gardiner, “A Discourse, Delivered at Trinity Church, Boston, July 23, 
1812, on the Day of the Publick Fast in Massachusetts, upon the Declaration of War against 
Great Britain” (Boston: Munroe & Francis, 1812), 3-7.  
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French Revolution. The political turmoil after the French Revolution frightened New Englanders 

watching from afar, and many began seeing the struggle in France played out in the United 

States’ newly formed political parties. Napoleon’s rise to power in 1799 was the turning point for 

New Englanders’ growing paranoia about the safety of the American republic.  

I chose New England as the focus of this work because, while there has been scholarship 

of individual states in this area, it had not been consolidated into one all-encompassing piece. 

New Englanders believed that they were “real” Americans, because the American Revolution 

began there, and because of this, they were very conscious of the need to protect its gains from 

any threats. New England saw itself as the home of true liberty and republicanism. Further, I 

used the Mid-Atlantic as a point of study because, like Frederick Jackson Turner, I see it as the 

“typically American” region with a good cross-section of culture, religion, and ethnicities.2 For 

this work, New England and the Mid-Atlantic encompasses the modern-day states of Maine, 

New Hampshire, Vermont, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, Maryland, Delaware, 

Pennsylvania, New Jersey, New York, and Washington, DC. South of Washington, DC, such as 

modern West Virginia, I consider to be part of the South, and thus, beyond the boundaries of my 

study. Virginia, in particular, has already been examined in terms of its perception of Napoleon, 

and so I did not think I needed to address this area either; moreover, New Englanders considered 

Virginia to be part of the South, which was antithetical to many of their ideas, beliefs, and 

customs.3 

                                                
2 Frederick Jackson Turner, The Frontier in American History (New York: H. Holt, 1921).  
3 I will speak to this work later in this chapter. 
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New Englanders at the beginning of the 1800s saw nothing positive about Napoleon.4 

Accounts of Napoleon in the New England press highlighted almost entirely negative depictions 

of Bonaparte’s personality, actions, and motives. Napoleon represented, to their eyes, the 

epitome of all that was wrong with modern politics. According to newspapers, he was a bad 

republican, having usurped the power of the French republic illegally in 1799 through a coup 

d’état. He was a bad Christian because of his support for Muslim and Jewish rights during his 

military campaigns, as many New England ministers discussed in sermons denouncing 

Napoleon. The fact that he was Catholic was a negative point against Napoleon in Protestant 

New England. To many in New England, he was a bad leader because of his desire to continue 

the warfare that flared up during the French Revolution and continued unabated during his reign 

of power. He was also a bad leader because of his apparent inability or desire to bring peace to 

France in any recognizable fashion. Some in New England considered him to be the antichrist, a 

sign of the end-times that preceded the apocalypse. In the end, he was simply a bad man who 

attempted to destroy the world through constant war mongering throughout Europe that New 

Englanders feared would engulf the United States.  

When Napoleon seized power for himself amidst the chaos of the French Revolution in 

1799, America had not yet reached its twenty-fifth year. The Constitution had only been ratified 

ten years prior, and after a difficult struggle that showed hairline cracks developing in the new 

nation’s unity. The man considered by most Americans to be the father of the United States, 

George Washington, died in late 1799. The entire nation mourned the loss of this man whom 

they saw as the epitome of virtuous republicanism with no equal in the world. When Washington 

                                                
4 I use the term “American” in conjunction with “New Englander” and “New England” because I 
think that, while New England’s perception of Napoleon may not have been representative of all 
of the United States’ understanding, New Englanders were (and are) Americans. Therefore, in 
this context, “American” and “New Englander” are synonymous for me in this work. 
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left the office of the president in 1796, he warned his fellow Americans about the dangers of 

alliances with European nations, which he thought dangerous to the United States’ best interests. 

Washington noted that, “tis our true policy to steer clear of permanent Alliances, with any 

portion of the foreign World--So far, I mean, as we are now at liberty to do it--for let me not be 

understood as capable of patronising infidility [sic] to existing engagements.”5 America already 

had a sort of permanent alliance in place with France that the countries signed during the 

American Revolution, and which Washington thought the United States should not extend 

further. The United States, Washington warned, had a prime geographical position located far 

from the troubles of Europe—alliances with nations there would lead only to more problems for 

America. Another influence that Washington believed posed hidden dangers to the republican 

experiment in the United States was the creation of factions, or competing political parties, 

which he called “the baneful effects of the Spirit of Party, generally.”6 Washington saw factions 

as divisive factors that harbored the ability to rend the new nation apart at a time when the 

country was still very weak. What the United States needed, Washington argued, was to remain 

united in spirit and deed, not torn in two or more different directions by factions. Washington 

believed that what America required was that its “fire not to be quenched; it demands a uniform 

vigilance to prevent its bursting into a flame, lest instead of warming it should consume.”7 This 

                                                
5 George Washington, The Farewell Address of George Washington, President of the United 

States. Dated September 17th, 1796 (Philadelphia: Printed by Henry Sweitzer, for Mathew 
Carey, no. 118, Market-Street, 1800), 27. It is a common misperception that Washington 
advocated against so-called “entangling alliances.” The phrase actually belongs to Thomas 
Jefferson, who mentioned them specifically in his first inaugural address in 1801. See Lawrence 
Kaplan, Entangling Alliances with None: American Foreign Policy in the Age of Jefferson (Kent, 
Ohio: Kent State University Press, 1987), for further clarification on this point. 
6 Ibid, 16. 
7 Ibid, 18.  
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valuable advice the venerable Founder gave to his grateful fellow citizens soon went by the 

wayside, however.  

With this example fresh in Americans’ minds, Napoleon Bonaparte appeared on the 

political scene of France, the first and best ally of the new United States. Americans knew of 

Bonaparte before he seized power in 1799 in a coup d’état, thereby replacing the struggling 

Directory government with the Consulate, a three-man executive group with Napoleon as the 

most-powerful First Consul. Concerned observers in America saw Bonaparte as a usurper—

indeed, it took years for them to accept his actions; they never truly saw his coup as legal.8 

Napoleon became a scapegoat for all the problems Americans had in the aftermath of their own 

revolution, the rise of party politics, and the lack of a strong, virtuous leader in the mold of 

Washington after 1796. Contrasted with the positive image of George Washington, Napoleon 

was doomed to suffer a public relations problem in America. Washington’s noble republicanism 

clashed dramatically in American minds with Napoleon’s seemingly self-serving ambitions. 

Napoleon’s perceived lack of republican ideals like the concept of self-sacrifice for the good of 

the country, rejection of hereditary positions, vilification of corruption, and acceptance of liberty 

did not fit in to a positive political model that New Englanders could accept. Napoleon’s actions 

in the years after he claimed power in France were a striking dissimilarity to all that Washington 

did during his presidency.  

                                                
8 See Isser Woloch, Napoleon and His Collaborators: the Making of a Dictatorship (New York: 
W.W. Norton & Company, 2001) for more on this. Throughout the 18 Brumaire coup, Napoleon 
and his collaborators attempted to maintain the veneer of legality in his actions by trying to 
persuade the French legislature to dissolve the Directory and replace it with the Consulate; when 
this failed, he led a small military troop into the legislature and essentially forced them to accept 
the new government, complete with a new constitution to legalize what the plotters had done. 
Thus, Americans remained dubious of the truth of these legalistic claims to power and continued 
on skeptical of Napoleon’s legitimacy for most, if not all, of his reign.  
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In this project, I argue that these fears about Napoleon in the U.S. were at their highest 

through the Early Republic. They feared that Bonaparte’s model for gaining power presented 

Americans with an example of how they might usurp the United States’ Constitution and way of 

life. However, after Napoleon’s exile and death, these ideas dissipated and were replaced by a 

growing positive acceptance of Napoleon’s life and model for the American people. Hero 

worship, pity, and emulation became new methods of expressing this acceptance. Ideas about 

Napoleon, then, served as New Englanders’ way of understanding problems at home and abroad, 

and how those issues should and should not be solved.  

Therefore, Chapter Two examines New England’s religious traditions and their morals by 

delving into the eschatological beliefs of Americans centered on Napoleon at the cusp of the 

Second Great Awakening. Specifically, I examine how the strong religious tradition of the New 

England and Atlantic areas impacted American understandings and conceptions of Napoleon. I 

show how denizens of these regions, having lived with religious explanations to life throughout 

their existence, understood Bonaparte to be a punishment to earth and all those who doubted God 

and His plan, and as a piece of the apocalyptic prophecies of the biblical books of Revelation and 

Daniel. The religious leaders in these areas showed Napoleon as a force of disunity, and pointed 

to the rise of political factions and parties as part of his influence on American life.  

 Chapter 3 considers the impact of the United States’ republican beliefs on their 

understandings about Napoleon and the French Revolution. Republican beliefs infused American 

culture during the Early Republic. Preachers and newspapermen exhorted Americans to remain 

true to the legacy of republicanism, which emphasized morality, virtue, self-sacrifice, and the 

public good above all else, especially personal interests, and which also had served as the 

backbone of the American Revolution and the representative governments established by that 
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event. These reputed sources of knowledge often painted Napoleon as being antithetical to 

American ideas about republicanism, and therefore, to the American way of life. 

Chapters 4 and 5 each study the effects of paranoid ideas that arose during the 1780s and 

continued on throughout the Early Republic. Chapter 4 focuses on the paranoia Americans had 

about secret societies infiltrating American life and usurping American institutions and 

government. Specifically, in 1798 a stream of conspiracy theories surrounding the supposedly 

defunct Illuminati and their plans, first for the organization of the French Revolution and then for 

the destruction of the United States, emerged in New England, causing much panic, hostility, and 

outrage towards the Illuminati. Chapter 4 also looks at American fears about the veterans’ group, 

the Society of the Cincinnati, founded in the aftermath of the American Revolution. In its 

charter, the Society stated that membership to the group was hereditarily passed down from 

father to eldest son—something that critics objected to as being very reminiscent of the Old 

World’s aristocracies. It was charged that the Cincinnati planned to usurp the power of the 

United States’ lawfully elected government and would place George Washington, the President-

General of the group, at the head of the nation. 

Chapter 5 examines the role of the invasion fear that many New Englanders had during 

the beginning years of the nineteenth century. Like the fears surrounding the Illuminati, the fears 

about invasion fears stemmed from abroad. I argue that most of these fears occurred because of 

the general weakness of the American military in the Early Republic, and that New England 

feared it would be taken advantage of by other nations wanting the valuable land the United 

States possessed. It also considers the impact of the Edmond Genet Affair—the first French 

minister sent to the United States since the French Revolution—and Genet’s attempts to 

persuade ordinary Americans to involve themselves in the French Revolutionary Wars despite 
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President Washington’s Neutrality Proclamation of 1793 that declared America neutral in the 

affairs of Europe. 

Chapter 6, the epilogue, shows the rehabilitation of the image of Napoleon in the eyes of 

New England as one that is divested of fearsome portents, and points towards the future of how 

Americans will see Bonaparte in the distant future. Americans no longer saw Napoleon as only 

the usurper, but also for his great military mind and accomplishments in the martial field; less 

importance was placed upon his role as a statesmen and peacemaker to the troubles within 

France itself.  

Historiography of American Perceptions of the French Revolution 

 To understand American understandings of Napoleon, it is first necessary to understand 

how they saw the French Revolution, because without that crucial world event, there likely 

would never have been a Napoleon. To do this, I will explore American opinion about the French 

Revolution through a historiography of the field.  

 This subject fascinated historians in the decades leading up to the 1970s. Since the 1890s, 

American historians have been trying to write the definitive version of how Americans living 

contemporaneously to the French Revolution perceived the events taking place in France. 

Beginning in the 1890s with Charles Downer Hazen’s pioneering work on the topic, the study of 

American opinion of the French Revolution has spent much of its time as a minor subfield of 

Revolutionary studies, but today remains almost totally dormant, as no serious work has been 

done on the subject since the early 1970s.9  

 Work done before 1972 is related to two separate schools of thought on public opinion. 

These began with two major figures of historical study—Charles Downer Hazen and Leo 

                                                
9 Charles Downer Hazen, Contemporary American Opinion of the French Revolution. (1897; 
repr., Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith, 1964).  
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Gershoy. Hazen’s 1897 work on the subject illuminated a path for future study for later 

historians that was eagerly taken up by students who most likely knew Hazen or knew of him. 

His profound influence over this subfield has never wavered as he is considered the father of 

American public opinion on the French Revolution studies. Post-Hazen, another, smaller school 

developed around Leo Gershoy at New York University in the early 1960s. After the Gershoy 

period, other works on the topic popped up around the country, but they are not the main focus of 

this historiography. This historiography attempts to track the progression of contemporary 

American opinion and perceptions of the French Revolution by teasing out the different schools 

by studying this topic in a roughly chronological fashion.10 

 Yet American opinion of the French Revolution’s importance to both French and American 

history cannot be underestimated nor forgotten. How contemporary Americans saw the French 

Revolution is profoundly significant to French history in that it demonstrates the continued trans-

Atlantic connections between America and France in which ideas from both sides of the ocean 

influenced actions on either side; moreover, the events in France during the Revolution provided 

Americans unexpected avenues of thought and concern for their own relatively recent revolution. 

In short, the French Revolution was not just a European affair: it affected people throughout the 

world, including those on the far side of the Atlantic Ocean watching on the sidelines. 

 Opinion studies on different countries’ attitudes towards the French Revolution exist, 

makes it odd that there are no commercially printed monographs on American opinion of the 

                                                
10 For some reason, it appears that the majority of the literature that deals directly with this topic 
has rarely, if ever, published in true book format; therefore, unless otherwise stated, the sources 
in this discussion are dissertations or theses. Whether this dearth of an actual, published book is 
the result of a lack of interest in the topic in the minds of American university presses (or any 
other presses) at those moments in time, a scarcity in book contracts, or a combination of the 
two, is a question open for speculation.  
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French Revolution.11 Yet American opinion remained unstudied until Charles Downer Hazen 

became arguably the first historian to provide a detailed study of contemporary American 

opinion of the French Revolution. Hazen played a key role in the foundation of this subfield 

when he wrote his dissertation and subsequent book on the topic at Johns Hopkins University in 

1894.  

 Hazen’s book, Contemporary American Opinion of the French Revolution, examines how 

Americans viewed the ongoing Revolution as an extension of not only the American Revolution 

but also as an event that took precedence over anything political then occurring in the United 

States. In his brief introduction, Hazen states that he “attempted … to state the attitudes of 

Americans toward these efforts of a foreign country that seemed so completely to eclipse their 

own problems in interest and significance.”12 

  That Americans were interested in the Revolution was a topic that had been discussed 

rarely, if ever, in scholarly works before Hazen’s 1894 monograph. Hazen cites Lewis 

Rosenthal’s America and France: the Influence of the United States on France during the 

XVIIIth Century, published in 1882. Rosenthal examines America’s impact upon France during 

the whole of the eighteenth century, specifically during the Revolutionary period. Rosenthal 

himself notes that, although many historians (French, German, and American) had written about 

Franco-American relations prior to his work, none of them had fully treated it before Rosenthal 

                                                
11 See Rosemary Edith Begemann, The English Press and the French Revolution, 1789-1793 
(Atlanta, Ga.: Begemann, 1978); H. T. Dickinson, Britain and the French Revolution, 1789-1815 
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1989); Mark Philip, The French Revolution and British Popular 

Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991); Stuart Andrews, The British Periodical 

Press and the French Revolution, 1789-99 (Houndmills, [England]: Palgrave, 2000); and Welsh 

Responses to the French Revolution: Press and Public Discourse, 1789-1802 (ed. Marion 
Löffler, Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2012) for a very short list of examples of British 
opinion about the French Revolution.  
12 Hazen, Contemporary American Opinion, x.  
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did so in 1882. Rosenthal shows the beginning of French interest in the American Revolution, 

the alliance between the two nations, and then goes on to describe Americans’ reaction to 

France’s own revolution. In particular, Rosenthal uses Thomas Jefferson, the American 

ambassador to France, as a way of connecting the two countries together, and paints him as a key 

figure in the French Revolution, albeit a shadowy background one.13 In fact, Rosenthal’s work 

only tangentially touches upon the United States in its pages; most of the book focuses upon the 

lead-up and denouement to the revolution with only a smattering of information about America 

or its citizens.14 Whenever Rosenthal brings up the U.S. it is to show the influence the American 

Revolution had in sparking the French Revolution. Yet Rosenthal’s work, though 

groundbreaking, left behind a key gap: how did more Americans than Jefferson living at the 

same time as the French Revolution perceive it? What sort of thoughts did they have about it? 

This is where Hazen’s work breaks its own ground.  

 Hazen’s work is fairly typical for its time and place. He examines American opinion from 

the viewpoint of Americans in the U.S. and those who happened to be in France during the 

Revolution. Hazen claims that,  

[t]he history of American Opinion of the French Revolution falls 
naturally into two parts-- the opinion of those who were in France 
at the time and who were consequently better informed than most 
of their fellow-countrymen, and the opinion of those who, 
remaining at home, were hardly a whit less absorbed by events 
passing in France, and who based their judgments upon whatever 
information they could get, good, bad, or indifferent.15 

 

                                                
13 Lewis Rosenthal, America and France: the Influence of the United States on France in the 

XVIIIth Century (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1882), 2 and 170. See Howard Mumford 
Jones and Bernard Faÿ for more examples of how scholars before Hazen discussed the topic of 
American opinion of the French Revolution. 
14 Ibid, 218. The vast majority of Rosenthal’s sources are also French ones, indicating the true 
focus of his project. 
15 Hazen, American Opinion, x.  



12 

This meant that Hazen focused mainly on well-known figures who were engaged in politics, as 

these were the people who would be the most likely in residence in France during the 

Revolution: then, as now, historians were confined by the limitations of the source base in 

making their arguments.  

 To this end, the first section of the book deals with Americans abroad in Paris: how 

Thomas Jefferson, James Monroe, and Gouvernor Morris perceived the events of the French 

Revolution. These were all men who left behind vast amounts of documents written during this 

period. Hazen supplements these primary sources with autobiographies and biographies about 

other major statesmen active at this time, such as George Washington, John and John Quincy 

Adams, James Madison, and Alexander Hamilton, for starters. For the second half of the book, 

Hazen makes excellent use of primary sources to build his narrative of what he calls “stateside 

American opinion.” These consist of newspapers and what he labels “contemporary literature,” 

which is made up of poems, essays, sermons, the Annals of Congress, and many other types of 

sources. This focus on the press as a key source for his work was a serious contribution to later 

historians working on this topic. 

 Despite all of these sources and perhaps because of the fact that his work is the first to 

study American perceptions of the French Revolution, Hazen’s work suffers from a major flaw. 

In his introduction, Hazen writes that, “I have not attempted to write a history of party politics, to 

show how opinion worked itself out in acts, altering the life of the country. I have simply 

endeavored to show from the writings of the men of that time what their opinion was.”16 

  In other words, Hazen’s work strikes the modern reader as being antiquarian. 

Contemporary American Opinion, unlike the earlier Rosenthal work, does not seek to fit itself 

                                                
16 Ibid, x.  
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into the historiography of the French Revolution, nor does it attempt to worm its way into studies 

of the Early Republic period of American history. One could make the argument that historians 

at the turn of the twentieth century were unconcerned with the possibility of appearing 

indifferent to the work of their contemporaries (though, in Hazen’s case, there really was no 

similar work being done in this field), but the point remains that Hazen never provides a real 

reason for the need for his study. Nevertheless, Hazen’s book opened a new way for later 

historians to proceed along in pursuit of American opinion of the French Revolution. 

 Hazen’s work influenced a generation of scholars who studied at several schools now part 

of the Seven Sisters, which are a group of traditionally all-women’s colleges in the Northeast. 

One of the students that attended Smith College after Hazen departed in 1914 for Columbia was 

Margaret Woodbury. Margaret Woodbury’s dissertation picks up where Hazen’s work left off, 

and also reflects a couple significant changes that had a great impact on the study of 

contemporary American opinion of the French Revolution. Woodbury’s dissertation, entitled 

“Public Opinion of Philadelphia, 1789-1801,” was written in 1920. Examining how 

Philadelphians engaged with the growing newspaper press and how this impacted life in the 

then-capital of the United States, Woodbury’s work was the first to come out in the aftermath of 

Hazen’s path-breaking monograph.17  

 Unlike Hazen, however, Woodbury is mostly concerned with the political parties and the 

different newspapers they used to articulate their political beliefs. Though not directly discussing 

many of the major events of the French Revolution, Woodbury’s book offers another perspective 

of the French Revolution that Hazen’s overlooks, which is how the Revolution impacted the 

lives of ordinary American citizens. The main focus of the small section about Franco-American 

                                                
17 Margaret Woodbury, “Public Opinion in Philadelphia, 1789-1801” (Northampton, MA: Smith 
College Studies in History, 1919). 
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relations is where Woodbury talks about the impact of the French Revolutionary wars on 

American interactions with France. This small section of a book not directly related to American 

perceptions of the French Revolution is a throwback to pre-Hazen times where perceptions of the 

French Revolution were not the centerpiece of a book’s argument. However, Woodbury’s book 

highlights growing historical interest in opinion studies in general in America.  

Woodbury’s work differs from Hazen’s in another important way. As Hazen focuses on 

the major political figures of the time, his work is expansive in terms of geographical coverage. 

Hazen’s use of the available newspapers also allowed him to cover a large sweep of American 

opinion. Woodbury, on the other hand, chose to consider an incredibly small subsection of 

American opinion by discussing only Philadelphia and how this one city coped with the effects 

of the French Revolution. In this respect, she does use a large amount of Philadelphian 

newspapers to plumb contemporary opinion about the political process in the nation’s capital, 

which quickly became a trend in later studies on American opinion and the revolution in France. 

 Proceeding down the path of American opinion of the French Revolution is Frances 

Sergeant Childs’ work, French Refugee Life in the United States, 1790- 1800: An American 

Chapter of the French Revolution. Childs, a graduate of Bryn Mawr in 1940 who later worked at 

Brooklyn College, wrote her dissertation on the experiences of French aristocrats who fled 

France as a result of the growing anti-aristocratic sentiment in the Revolution. Escaping to 

whichever countries would take them, America received a large number of émigrés, most of 

whom settled in Philadelphia, as Childs points out. Childs discusses the type of people who 

escaped to America from France or its colonies, what they did prior to the Revolution, and what 

émigrés did to survive financially in the United States. Though Woodbury’s book does not 

mention the large influx of French citizens to Philadelphia during the years she studies, her book 
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makes a fair complement to Childs’ book. Like Woodbury, Childs focuses on a relatively small 

piece of American history-- ten years which have less significance for American history as 

opposed to French history. Childs, however, breaks from both Woodbury and Hazen in that she 

takes as her main topic of study French émigrés rather than American citizens. Though 

Americans act as sometime-commentators in describing their thoughts about the influx of the 

expatriated French into the United States, they do not take the center stage of Childs’ work. In 

this way, her work follows the conventions of previous books like Woodbury, Rosenthal, and 

Faÿ in detailing a small portion of American opinion about the French Revolution while focusing 

a much broader topic that brushes opinion on the Revolution.18 

 It is not until 1951 with Esther Brown’s work The French Revolution and the American 

Man of Letters that Hazen’s idea of studying contemporary American perceptions on the French 

Revolution comes about.19 In her book, Brown looks at the impact the French Revolution had on 

current American thought in the eighteenth century. Moreover, Brown explicitly states that one 

of her goals is to continue the work begun by Hazen, whose work ended in roughly 1793 and 

was marked by “hostility to Jefferson and the French Revolution.”20 

  Brown makes clear that she intended to study the French Revolution from the perspective 

of the Americans rather than the French, and that to do so, she selected six different men whom 

she called “representative men”. Three of each of the Federalists or the Republicans, these men’s 

opinions colored the rest of her study. In such a way, her study is very reminiscent of Hazen’s 

                                                
18 Frances Sergeant Childs, French Refugee Life in the United States, 1790-1801: An American 

Chapter of the French Revolution (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1940). 
19 Esther E. Brown, The French Revolution and the American Man of Letters (Columbia, MO: 
The Curators of the University of Missouri, 1951). 
20 Brown, The French Revolution, 7. 
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selection of Jefferson, Monroe, and Morris to illustrate how Americans abroad felt about the 

Revolution.  

 A major point of difference between Hazen and Brown, however, is that Brown takes her 

book from the beginning of the American alliance with France before the War of Independence 

up to Napoleon’s inception of power. Hazen briefly mentioned Napoleon in his volume, but 

Brown spends a great deal of time on these six figures’ perceptions of Napoleon during this 

time.21 Brown also differs from Hazen in that she uses far less newspapers as source material, 

preferring instead to use letters and the like for her copious quotations. Though Brown was 

influenced by Hazen’s approach to studying French history through an American lens, Brown 

takes the work farther by studying a couple lesser well-known figures (such as Joel Barlow and 

Philip Freneau) and by studying more of the period, she gains a more developed sense of the 

change over time in American opinion.  

 Almost certainly a student of Childs’ while he was studying at Brooklyn College, Joseph 

Shulim is perhaps a little off the beaten path in terms of direct subject of the opinion Americans 

had about the French Revolution, but his work provides a crucial connection to both Childs and 

the later generations mentored by Leo Gershoy at New York University, and his work ties 

directly into Brown’s book. Rather, Shulim’s book, The Old Dominion and Napoleon 

Bonaparte: A Study in Contemporary American Opinion examines how Virginians during the 

years Napoleon was in power viewed him.22 Opinion studies reached beyond the French 

Revolution to study the next logical topic chronologically: Napoleon. In this work, Virginia is 

the centerpiece of Shulim’s study because it held three of the main political parties then in 

                                                
21 Hazen later wrote a volume on the French Revolution that ended with Napoleon (The French 

Revolution and Napoleon, New York: H. Holt and Company, 1917). 
22 Joseph Shulim, The Old Dominion and Napoleon Bonaparte: A Study in American opinion 
(Columbia: Columbia University Press, 1952). 
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existence: the Federalists, Republicans, and Quids (the third party who, though being 

Democratic-Republicans, were opposed to James Madison and led by John Randolph after 

1806). His work, written almost contemporaneously as Esther Brown’s at Missouri, takes a more 

economic approach to the field of opinion. By this, Shulim thinks the economics of the time had 

a tremendous impact upon how positively (or negatively) Virginia saw Napoleon Bonaparte. 

 Like Hazen and Brown, Shulim’s work also focuses mainly on preeminent figures of the 

time, in this case, the main leaders of Virginian politics during this era-- Jefferson, Madison, and 

Monroe, among others. Though Shulim’s work appeared before the big shift towards a more 

social approach to studying history, his work is hampered by the fact that he only looks at the 

major figures of the time. Shulim is, of course, not the only historian to examined in this study 

whose monograph is encumbered by this methodological failing.23 One of the more interesting 

things about Shulim’s study is that he focuses on a single state out of the whole of the United 

States rather than on a region or area. This “state-centric” approach, as I will term it, is one that 

will be picked up and carried along by Gershoy’s students in the 1960s, notably, Judah Adelson 

and Kurt Beerman. 

 Another historian whose work was heavily influenced by Hazen was Beatrice Hyslop, who 

graduated from Mount Holyoke College in 1919, and finished her thesis on guilds at Columbia 

University in 1924. Coincidentally, Columbia was where Charles Hazen finished his career in 

the late 1930s after having arrived there in 1916. Hyslop was another pioneering figure, though 

in the growing field of French history by American scholars. Hyslop published an article in 1960 

called “The American Press and the French Revolution of 1789.” As the title suggests, Hyslop’s 

                                                
23 Huntley Dupré focused on a single state in his work on American opinion of the French 
Revolution as well. “The Kentucky Gazette Reports the French Revolution,” The Mississippi 

Valley Historical Review 26, no. 2 (1939): 163-180.  
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work looks at the American newspapers’ coverage of the seminal events of the first year of the 

French Revolution.24  

 Early on in the article, Hyslop acknowledges her debt of gratitude towards both Hazen and 

Faÿ, noting that since their writings much more was known about the American periodical press. 

 This great leap forward in available newspapers allowed Hyslop to study more middle class 

American opinion rather than the previously-studied major figures of the time’s thoughts on the 

French Revolution. Hyslop’s article also continues the trend seen first in Shulim’s work, which is 

the extreme narrowness of the topic. In Shulim’s work, it was his state-centric approach in 

studying only Virginian opinion of Bonaparte; in Hyslop’s, it is her time period-- 1789 only, and 

within that year, just a few key dates, such as 14 July or 5-6 October rather than a chunk of years 

(say, the pre-Revolution in 1787 to 1789, for example). Hyslop describes how Americans 

perceive the events in France in a thorough fashion, but a sense of how this opinion might have 

changed over time is clearly lacking.  

 At the beginning of the 1960s, a new school of public opinion studies cropped up at New 

York University under the direction of Leo Gershoy. Gershoy is most well-known for his work 

on eighteenth and nineteenth studies in French history, specifically the Revolutionary and 

Napoleonic era. However, Gershoy never wrote a book that dealt with Franco-American 

relations or American perceptions of the French Revolution in any significant detail. That there 

exists no Gershoy-written book or article on the topic makes it all the more interesting to see a 

small school devoted to studying American opinion of the revolution in France crop up around 

                                                
24 Beatrice Hyslop, “The American Press and the French Revolution of 1789,” Proceedings of 

the American Philosophical Society 104 no. 1 (1960): 55. 
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Gershoy.25 

 Gershoy’s first known student to write on the topic of American perceptions of the French 

Revolution was Kurt Beermann. Leo Gershoy supervised Beermann’s two-volume, nearly 800 

page-long dissertation in 1960. Entitled “The Reception of the French Revolution in the New 

York Press, 1788- 1791,” Beermann’s work examines how the New York presses covered news 

of the French Revolution from day to day, paying particular care to note how accurate their news 

was from the Continent. Drawing on the state-centric approach that Shulim used to good effect, 

Beermann focuses on a three year span in the first part of the Revolution to discuss the news 

coverage in the state of New York. Beermann states that his goal in writing this work was to 

make “[t]he presentation ... a comprehensive coverage of French events as it might have been 

available to an imaginary reader if all the newspapers used.”26 Despite all of this emphasis on 

what news the Americans were receiving regarding the French Revolution’s early years, 

Beermann states in his introduction that, “[t]his study does not deal with the broader public 

opinion in America or with the reception of the Revolution by any particular groups or 

individuals, except as accounts of these factors affect the coverage of the newspapers 

themselves.”27 Beermann’s decision to not “deal with the broader public opinion” makes this 

work rather problematic, in that he fails to put his work in a larger historiographical framework. 

This makes his work seem, like Hazen before him, antiquarian and out-dated. While an 

interesting concept, this approach would seem best served had he borrowed Hyslop’s idea and 

                                                
25 Kurt Beerman notes in his introduction to “The Reception of the French Revolution in the 
New York Press, 1788-1791” that Gershoy had a seminar on the American press at New York 
University-- this is the only reference I was able to locate about Gershoy’s interest in this 
subfield. 
26 Kurt Beermann, “The Reception of the French Revolution in the New York Press, 1788- 
1791” (PhD, diss., New York University, 1960), iii.  
27 Beermann, “Reception,” ii. 
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focused on a single year rather than three full years.28 

 Judah Adelson, another student of Leo Gershoy, wrote his dissertation, “The Vermont 

Press and the French Revolution, 1789-1799,” in 1961. In his dissertation, Adelson writes that, 

although Hazen’s study was a major work to contend with in the field, since it had been written 

so long before, gaps in the historiography existed before the work could be synthesized. To that 

end, Adelson’s dissertation seeks to fill in the missing blanks.29   He wanted his work to serve as a 

“guidepost” towards a final synthesis of American opinion of the French Revolution, adds that, 

“[i]ndividual studies must first be made of particular areas and regions which will provide the 

guideposts and broad outline for the final synthesis.”30 

 Richard Schadt’s 1960 dissertation, “The French Revolution in Contemporary American 

Thought,” engages with the historiography by examining the periodical press of the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Yet Schadt’s work is only a stopgap, as Schadt admits 

in his introduction that, “[t]he findings of this study are broadly similar to those of other studies,” 

and his main conclusion that he draws about this is “[t]his general concurrence is evidence that 

the magazines are representative.” Though he makes use of the periodical press as a new type of 

primary source, his conclusions vary little from those already discussed in this brief survey. 

Moreover, Schadt is hampered by the fact that only one of the many periodicals he studies was 

published in the southern states.   

 Writing outside of the Hazen and Gershoy schools, two more historians attempted works 

on American opinion after the 1960s. The first of these, Ann Lever, wrote her dissertation 

                                                
28 Beermann discussed his work with Hyslop before he submitted it to Gershoy. Therefore, his 
work bears the traces of three separate historians, two of who were crucial in the growing field of 
studies on American opinion of the French Revolution. 
29 Judah Adelson, “The Vermont Press and the French Revolution, 1789- 1799” (PhD, diss., New 
York University, 1961), 2.  
30 Ibid, 2. 
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entitled, “Vox Populi, Vox Dei: New England and the French Revolution, 1787- 1801,” in 1972 

at University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.31  Lever examined how New Englanders reacted 

to news about the French Revolution. She tracked over time at what point and for what reasons 

Americans living in New England grew disillusioned with the French Revolution, and for what 

reasons. Lever postulates that it was not the growing radicalism of the French Revolution but 

rather the Gênet mission to the United States in 1793 and 1794 and increasing Federalist 

dissatisfaction with the creation of democratic-republican societies that sparked much of the later 

unhappiness with the ongoing revolution in France. 

 In many ways, Lever’s study resembles the Gershoy school in that it limits itself to a 

regional area in order to discuss it more fully. In this case, Lever surveys how New Englanders 

felt about the events of the French Revolution by looking at it through the lens of foreign policy. 

Though Lever claims to be studying New England opinion, in reality she is mainly investigating 

the opinion of Massachusetts and a small section of New Hampshire and New York. While this 

is not in and of itself a bad thing, her title is misleading, as a true collection of New England 

opinion of the French Revolution does not exist.  

 The second post-Gershoy school historian studying American opinion of the French 

Revolution is Richard Moss who wrote his dissertation at Michigan State University in 1974 

called simply, “The American Response to the French Revolution, 1789- 1801.”32 Moss 

describes his work as “a psychological interpretation to the French Revolution. The response 

Americans made to events in Europe between 1789 and 1801 offers the historian a unique 

chance to investigate what Americans thought and felt about the American Revolution and 

                                                
31 Ann Lever, “Vox Populi, Vox Dei: New England and the French Revolution, 1787- 1801” 
(PhD, diss., University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1972), 1-2.  
32 Richard Moss, “ The American Response to the French Revolution, 1789- 1801” (PhD, diss., 
Michigan State University, 1974).  
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revolution in general.”33 A reaction to the new social history that emerged in the wake of the 

Civil Rights Movement, Moss examines American reactions to the French Revolution in the light 

of new work that was being done by Bernard Bailyn and Gordon Wood, among others, in 

American history. Though he takes a psychological approach to American perceptions of the 

events in France, Moss’ study differs little from those that have been examined so far in this 

historiographical survey. Moss, like Hazen, Lever, and others, determines that Americans were 

sympathetic to the Revolution until 1793 and 1794 when Citizen Genet arrived on mission to the 

United States from France, and his radical ideas promoted diplomatic distance between France 

and the United States.  

 Along with this interpretation, Moss comes to the conclusion that much of Americans’ 

opinion about the French Revolution was a direct effect of the current political turmoil taking 

place in America in the 1790s. Moss’ work, like those before him, focuses heavily on the New 

England and Mid-Atlantic areas of the United States, leaving the south out of the picture almost 

entirely.  

 In conclusion, the subfield of American opinion and perceptions of the French Revolution 

is a profoundly diverse area of study. The entire subfield exists as a result of Charles Hazen’s 

1897 Contemporary American Opinion of the French Revolution, which proved to be the spark 

needed to prod academics into studying the topic more thoroughly and from different and 

unexpected angles. Hazen’s book came as a consequence of his dissatisfaction with the lack of a 

broad monograph centered on American perceptions of the French Revolution, and the resulting 

lack of interest his academic contemporaries took in the subject. However, in the aftermath of 

Hazen’s groundbreaking work, a new generation in the 1920s came to study American opinion 

                                                
33 Ibid, unpaginated abstract. 
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of France during the 1780s and 1790s, first to add to his ideas, but then, later in the 1960s, to 

correct what young academics perceived as flaws in Hazen’s work and method. Yet no matter 

how deeply the newer generations of academics disagreed with his conclusions, every single one 

of the later historians has paid tribute to Hazen’s ingenuity and foresight in lighting upon the 

topic of American perceptions of the French Revolution. 

 Be that as it may, much work remains for historians of later generations. Though both 

Woodbury and Childs studied some aspects of Philadelphia opinion of the French Revolution, 

there exists no monograph devoted to this subject. As the capital of the United States at the time 

the Revolution was occurring, it seems that this is a viable topic of study. Massachusetts, and 

particularly Boston at this time, suffers from a lack of study done on this area. Further, though 

Joseph Shulim wrote about Virginia’s opinion of Napoleon during his time in power, little else 

has been done about how the south, or indeed, any other part of the United States, perceived the 

French Revolution. This gap is problematic for future syntheses of American opinion regarding 

the revolution in France.  

 Judah Adelson, however, writes in “The Vermont Press and the French Revolution” that, 

“[n]ot all areas in the United States can be or should be given equal importance in the study of 

public opinion and newspaper coverage of the French Revolution. ... Each one was the product 

of an individual historical experience and the inhabitants of each region reacted differently.”34 

With this in mind, one wonders how a synthesis of American opinion of the French Revolution 

can ever be developed. What areas of the United States do not deserve to be studied equally with 

others? How does one know what areas are valid for study, and which are not?  

 Despite this somewhat problematic idea, Adelson’s earlier thought that it was key to 

                                                
34 Ibid, 2. 
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write a supporting guidepost for a projected synthesized study on American perceptions of the 

French Revolution is a well-reasoned one. As of this writing, large areas of the historiography 

remain open with little material to fill these gaps with, and so, perhaps in part because of these 

holes, Hazen’s work is the only monograph to attempt to cover the whole of American opinion 

towards the French Revolution, albeit elite, upper-class opinion of educated men with 

connections and ties to France.   

Historiography of American Perceptions of Napoleon 

In terms of other branches of opinion studies, American understandings of Napoleon 

remains a relatively unexplored and therefore empty field. A few articles, theses, and 

dissertations exist about how the United States viewed Napoleon from 1796 to 1815 (or later) 

exist, but as with opinion studies of the French Revolution, they are fragmented and 

incomplete.35 Again, Joseph Shulim’s 1950s dissertation, Contemporary American Opinion of 

Napoleon Bonaparte in the Old Dominion, remains the only major work on the subject. Shulim’s 

project lacks many new historical trends that might explain American problems with Napoleon, 

mostly on account of its age. The more recent debates in the historiography regarding 

republicanism and its key importance to American politics are missing in Shulim’s study. I 

grapple with the ideas of Lance Banning, Joyce Appleby, and Gordon S. Wood, and their 

understandings of republicanism during the 1790s. My work would also be incomplete without 

including the historiography of the party politics of the Early Republic, as well as an examination 

into the paranoid theories and ideas of early Americans.  

                                                
35 See, for instance, Tarah Luke, “‘So Vast, So Awful, So Obvious A Danger’: Contemporary 
American Opinion of Napoleon Bonaparte, 1796-1815” (master’s thesis, Colorado State 
University, 2006), which attempted to marry elite opinion with more popular and religious 
perceptions of Napoleon.  
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Because of the lack of other books on this topic, I relied instead upon opinion studies 

from other countries to attempt to fill this gap. Stuart Semmel’s Napoleon and the British pointed 

the way forward for me in terms of what a monograph on American understandings of Bonaparte 

might look like. British perceptions during the Napoleonic Wars and after are the focus of 

Semmel’s 2004 book. Semmel convincingly argues that the British used Napoleon and his 

actions as a mirror to hold up to view their own nation, history, and identity. The British, 

Semmel writes, were obsessed by Napoleon, and constantly wrote and discussed him during and 

after his reign in France. Semmel argues that it was Napoleon’s unknown qualities that so 

fascinated Britain. His life, story, and personality were a blank canvas that the British could 

embellish the way they saw fit, and this, Semmel writes, is precisely what they did.36  

Semmel’s book describes an England sharply divided by the pro-government loyalists 

and the anti-government radicals, or Dissenters. Both of these groups used Napoleon as a foil to 

their own society, but they each drew entirely different conclusions from the images they saw. 

Loyalists saw in Napoleon everything that Britain stood against-- a tyrannical power that waged 

constant war and attempted to subordinate the entire world beneath French rule. Radical English 

writers, the real heart of Semmel’s work, saw in Napoleon a complex mix of imagery. Radicals 

varied greatly from one to the next-- some, like the painter Benjamin Robert Haydon, practically 

worshiped Napoleon Bonaparte.37 Others, like the journalist William Cobbett, were more 

subdued in their praise of the French emperor, but were still impressed with his achievements, 

which they used as a bludgeon against the less-accomplished and staid British monarchy and 

government. Napoleon, for these latter radicals, stood for everything that their government was 

                                                
36 Stuart Semmel, Napoleon and the British (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004); 6.  
37 Ibid, 234- 237. 
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not and could never be. They hoped that their government would take note of his example, and 

work to amend the errors present in the British monarchy.38  

His work suffers from a few minor problems, however. Semmel is uninterested in 

tracking the opinion of the average Briton in the early 1800s. Rather, his work delves into the 

attitudes of many of the elites of British society during England’s long struggle with Napoleon 

and the French. Thus, while he uses a great deal of newspapers as primary source documents, he 

does not seek out the view of the average man on the street about Napoleon.39 This lapse is 

excusable in Semmel’s work, as he points out that so little work has been done examining British 

opinion of Napoleon in the way that he is attempting in his Napoleon and the British. He 

manages quite handily, however, to situate his work within a rich and growing historiography of 

English radicalism, studies of British national identity, and political history during the nineteenth 

century. Despite these rather minor quibbles, Semmel’s Napoleon and the British stands as an 

excellent monograph that offers many ideas for potential fields of historical study in other areas 

of Napoleonic perceptions throughout the Atlantic world.  

Indeed, this work by Semmel greatly influenced my study of Americans’ understandings 

of the French emperor, specifically, by looking at his source base, such as letters and 

newspapers, and using those myself in attempt to find my own insight about American 

perceptions of Bonaparte. I also worked to correct some of the flaws I found in his book in my 

own project, such as his seeming disinterest in the average person’s perception of Napoleon 

                                                
38 Ibid, 177.  
39 While it could be argued that newspapers do not reflect the average person’s opinion and 
instead make those opinions, I am not making that particular argument in this study. In the Early 
Republic, it was obvious to readers which newspaper supported which political affiliation; it 
appears that they read the paper that matched their beliefs. Therefore, those readers’ perceptions 
were already shaped—what they sought in their news was confirmation of an opinion already 
made. See Jeffrey L. Pasley, “The Tyranny of the Printers:” Newspaper Politics in the Early 

Republic (Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2001), for more on this idea.  



27 

during this time, by examining the letters, newspapers, and sermons I used to explore New 

England’s ideas. 

Newspapers and sermons carry with them potential problems as sources. While they are 

both heavily biased in how they examined issues of the time, I try to negate these known biases 

with alternatives. For example, if one particular newspaper is Federalist-leaning, I examined a 

Republican paper to receive that viewpoint as well; this way, the biases are somewhat mediated; 

I worked toward finding the same sort of balance in the sermons as well where I could. I believe 

that, knowing these sources are peoples’ opinions and that they are therefore biased by nature. 

The point of this project is to determine what opinions Americans held about Bonaparte, and 

therefore, these biases are important tools to understand them. 

Why is this work necessary?  

Through my own interpretation of American attitudes about Napoleon and the French 

Revolution, I examine regions that Shulim’s work ignored by focusing on New England. The 

French Revolution directly impacted New England’s economy and society, and provided a stern 

challenge to its republican principles and ideology.  

This work is important to the history of the United States because of Napoleon’s 

involvement in American diplomatic and political affairs, especially in the years leading up to 

the declaration of the War of 1812. Napoleon managed to convince American politicians that it 

was more beneficial for the United States to declare war against Great Britain than France. Both 

nations infringed on the rights of the United States by either impressing American sailors as the 

British did or by seizing neutral American ships in European ports like France, and both inflicted 

terrible damage to New England’s commercial enterprises and economy. Napoleon’s influence in 



28 

America—whether real or imagined—was an important part of life in the Early Republic period 

in the United States.  

New England’s perceptions and understandings of Napoleon and the French Revolution 

led to a crystallization of American ideas about republicanism and its place within society by 

showing the need for republican values, such as civic virtue and self-disinterestedness, during a 

time when Americans were presented by political examples that went against republicanism. 

Napoleon’s image in the United States directly contrasted with a home-grown American 

republican, like George Washington, and pointed the way forward for the American Revolution’s 

success as opposed to the French Revolution’s great failure with the return of monarchy, 

nobility, and the Catholic Church.  

I also argue that the rise of the French Revolution and Napoleon increased the emphasis 

placed upon America’s unique religious traditions, specifically within its ideas as a divinely 

favored nation as it was considered by many religious figures during the beginning of the Early 

Republic. God, ministers preached, gave America a bountiful land, few powerful rivals for its 

resources, and a population seemingly willing to work towards a prosperous future. These people 

saw Napoleon as a challenge to this claim because of his jealousness of America’s good fortune, 

but also because Bonaparte was a convenient replacement for ministers afraid of being 

persecuted under the Alien and Sedition Acts for saying negative things about the current 

government. Further, to emphasize the seriousness of their accusations not only against 

Napoleon but against Jefferson and Madison, ministers accused Bonaparte of being either in 

league with Satan or of being the antichrist, the harbinger of the apocalypse. That 

Napoleon/Jefferson/Madison’s actions were feared enough to warrant a comparison to the 

bringer of the end-times shows the deep-seated hostilities New Englanders possessed. 
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 This work is important in confirming historiographical theories of American political 

paranoia. In 1966, Richard Hofstadter published his essay collection, The Paranoid Style in 

American Politics and Other Essays, where he argues that Americans have always had a streak 

of extreme fear about usurpation of the government of the United States.40 Many historians 

disagree with Hofstadter’s conclusions, but my project upholds many of his ideas. For example, 

upon seeing Napoleon illegally seize power in France in 1799, fears arose in America that 

something similar could occur at home through some sort of conspiracy or secret plot. When 

Bonaparte fell from power for good in 1815, this fear seemed to dissipate within the United 

States. The example of his rise was contrasted heavily by his dramatic disgrace and exile from 

France, which Americans pointed to as a reason to stay within the bounds of law and society. 

American Perceptions of the French Revolution 

 Most historians of the Early Republic generally agree that Americans positively reacted 

to the French Revolution because they viewed the revolution in France as a further expansion of 

the “American experiment” in republicanism and liberalism.41 As Richard Moss noted in his 

dissertation:  

The American response to the French Revolution was based on the 
question of the nature of human freedom. The French Revolution 
acted as a test case for many Americans: a test case to answer the 
question, how far should human freedom be expanded? In the first 
years of the French revolt Americans were overwhelmingly in 

                                                
40 Richard Hofstadter, The Paranoid Style in American Politics and Other Essays (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1966). Hofstadter argues that this is a hold-over from ancient English fears of 
usurpation and conspiracy. 
41 See Anne C. Loveland, Emblem of Liberty: The Image of Lafayette in the American Mind 
(Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State Press, 1971); Samuel Eliot Morrison, Harrison Gray Otis: 

The Urbane Federalist (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1969); Charles Warren, Jacobin or 

Junto, or Early American Politics as Viewed in the Diary of Dr. Nathaniel Ames, 1758-1822 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1931); and Melanie Randolph Miller, Envoy to the 

Terror: Gouverneur Morris & the French Revolution (Dulles, VA: Potomac Books, Inc., 2005), 
for examples of America’s positive reaction to the French Revolution. 



30 

favor of what was happening in France.42 
 

As Moss saw it, the French Revolution interested Americans because it had the capability of 

answering their questions regarding the stability and reasoning about the American experiment in 

representative government without the presence of a monarch. Americans praised the French for 

their willingness to seek out the benefits of liberty as well as egalitarianism that began to be seen 

almost immediately after the revolution began in France.  

 However, though the revolution garnered American support in its early days, this nearly 

universal praise dwindled to a near-trickle as the French Revolution wore on. Historians account 

for this lack of continued support on the increased radicalism Americans saw in the 

revolutionaries’ goals. In the dated American Opinion of France: From Lafayette to Poincaré, 

Elizabeth Brett White cites newspapers from the Early Republic that noted that once France 

began attempting to export the gains of the French Revolution abroad, Americans began to be 

distrustful and suspicious of the French’s motivations.43 Many Americans believed that France 

was falling back on its old “perfidious” ways that were potentially harmful for the United States’ 

continued stability and unity.44 Americans became so worried about the French exportation of 

revolution and de-stability throughout Europe that they feared potential challenges to the United 

States’ security.45  

 As the Boston Spectator in 1814 noted about the course of the French Revolution:  

From the year 1793, the foundations of civil society have been 
shaken. Revolutions and scenes, such as never the world saw, have 

                                                
42 Moss, “American Response,” 19. 
43 Elizabeth Brett White, American Opinion of France: From Lafayette to Poincaré (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1927), xv. White devotes only a portion of her introduction to describing 
American perceptions of France prior to 1812. She does not explain why she starts her survey 
when it begins in 1812.  
44 Ibid, xv-xvi. 
45 Ibid, xv.  
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taken place in sad funereal succession. Whatever might have been 
the original opinion, as to the ultimate effect of such revolutions in 
favour of the freedom and happiness of mankind; there lives not 
the wretch, we would hope, who will deny, that the mass of human 
misery, produced by this struggle, has been infinitely increased. 
This is not all. It has resulted in a perfect conviction, that, when the 
struggle terminated in the dynasty of Bonaparte, no nation, or 
people, or individual man, save the usurper himself, had more 
freedom, or half so much as before. Even America became 
enslaved, though she did not receive presents openly.46  
 

The Spectator saw that the French Revolution shook the world with its originality, and that 

everybody had high hopes for its success for the “freedom and happiness of mankind,” but that 

these expectations had not been met. Instead, what happened was that the French Revolution and 

then the “dynasty of Bonaparte” introduced into the world even more miseries. The Spectator 

believed that nobody in the world escaped these agonies, including Americans on the other side 

of the Atlantic. This unexpected and, for some, unwanted involvement in European affairs from 

the French Revolution and Napoleon’s rise to power is what this project is centered around.  

                                                
46 Boston Spectator (Boston; 9 April 1814), 58. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

NAPOLEON AND FRANCE AS SEEN THROUGH RELIGIOUS EYES: 

NEW ENGLAND’S MINISTERS WEIGH IN ON POLITICAL MATTERS 

FROM THE PULPIT 
 

Two millions of people had, some years ago, been murdered in 
France, since it had been called a Republic. “A tan yard was 
established by government, to make leather from the skins of their 
murdered citizens.” Have those any natural affection, who can 
wear shoes made of such leather? Leather manufactured from skins 
taken from human bodies, the bodies of countrymen, of towns-
men, of neighbors, and perhaps, of relatives? Read the history of 
modern France, my hearers, and you will know that she is without 

natural affection—is antichrist, the beast from the bottomless pit, a 

habitation of devils.47 

 

In 1814 Abraham Burnham told his congregation in New Hampshire about the supposed tannery 

of human skins believed to have operated during the Revolutionary Terror in Meudon, France. 

This is but a sample of the tales told by ministers about the barbarity of the French Revolution 

and the French people as a whole. Burnham wrote this story to horrify and warn his New 

England listeners and readers. He designed it to inform his parishioners about the dangers of 

radical revolution, and the punishments meted out to those deemed different or undesirable by 

society. Burnham continues on in his deprecation of the French when he adds, “is antichrist a 

spirit of war? And is not Napoleon a bloody warrior?”48 One needs to look at these remarks in 

the spirit of the times, however. Burnham’s sermon was a reflection of millenarian beliefs that 

reemerged in both New England and the Mid-Atlantic during this time and, in that light, also 

shines upon the significance of religion to Americans around the turn of the century.  

                                                
47 Abraham Burnham, “Antichrist: A Discourse, Addressed to the Congregational Church and 
Society in Pembroke, New Hampshire” (Concord, NH: Hough, 14 April 1814), 15-16.  
48 Ibid, 16.  
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Given the importance of Puritan religion to the foundation of New England, religious 

views helped form the opinions and perceptions of New Englanders about France, the French 

Revolution, and Napoleon. What was the impact of religion upon New England’s political ideas 

during the Early Republic and the rise in anger toward and abhorrence of France and Napoleon? 

The question we must ask ourselves, though, is why Napoleon, and why France? What drove 

American fears to believe that Napoleon was “out” to get them? First, Americans believed that 

their nation had an important part to play in the upcoming millennium, signaling the Second 

Coming of Jesus.49 Second, the belief that the United States was a unique nation, favored by God 

as “a new Israel” ever since the Puritans migrated there in the 1600s.50 American exceptionalism 

                                                
49 Millenarianism is a large topic, with a varied historiography that covers multiple time periods, 
and even different beliefs within millenarian groups, which needs to be discussed to understand 
beliefs held by Burnham and numerous other New Englanders at the time.49 Millennial theology, 
a part of a much larger Christian eschatology, stems from the idea that the second coming of 
Jesus Christ and the subsequent establishment of the Kingdom of God on earth would transform 
the world, as told in the Bible mainly in the books of Daniel and Revelation. The Kingdom of 
God is prophesied to last for a thousand years and the last judgment before Jesus and the saints. 
Revelation especially is centered on foretelling events that will occur before Christ returns to the 
world. In his commentary on Revelation, George R. Beasley-Murray argues that the book’s 
purpose was “that men might enter the city of God, and the vision of this city is the true climax 
of the book—its goal, not simply its finis.” George R. Beasley-Murray, The Book of Revelation 

(London: Marshall, Morgan & Scott, 1992), 27. 
50 The Puritans fled England beginning in the 1630s to find a place where they could practice 
their unique brand of Protestantism freely. The Puritans arrived in North America in what is now 
Massachusetts, having previously been chased out of England and the Netherlands, where they 
attempted to create a “city on a hill,” which the Puritans imagined and hoped would be an 
inspiration to the fallen sinners caught in the moral turpitude of Europe. Heavily based upon 
Calvinism, Puritans believed in the presence of sin within every person, even newborn children, 
and that only a minority of believers would go to Heaven after death. These few were known as 
the Elect and held a special importance within Puritan communities. Puritans as a whole thought 
that the English Reformation had not separated the new Church of England far enough from the 
Catholic Church. Specifically, the idea that Anglican practices of worship retained too many 
similarities to those of Catholics and therefore the taint of the “wrong” religious beliefs and 
rituals. Key in their beliefs was the importance of biblical Scripture above anything else, as well 
as preaching and holding the Sabbath sacred. Puritans scorned any activities that could be 
construed as “fun” or “entertaining,” including but not limited to all types of music, dancing, and 
card-games. Cf. Jon Butler, Awash in a Sea of Faith: Christianizing the American People 
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played a large part in fears and understandings of Napoleon.51 The United States was already a 

great nation, possessing ample natural resources, abundant land, and fertile soil that harbored the 

potential for great wealth. These things would bring Napoleon to America, New Englanders 

thought, and with him the destruction that followed in his wake. Last, the fear that the American 

“experiment” of republican government was fragile enough that, if people did not understand the 

true nature of Napoleon and fell under his spell, the entire project would collapse, because of the 

subsequent loss of God’s special favor.  

This chapter examines how religious New Englanders understood and reacted to 

Napoleon. I argue that Bonaparte and France acted as stand-in figures for Federalist clergymen 

who were deeply concerned with the way the Democratic-Republican presidential 

administrations after the 1790s conducted America’s foreign affairs.52 Ministers said derogatory 

things about Napoleon because of latent fears of political reprisals from their political opponents 

if they used the same type of negatively millennial language toward domestic political figures. 

Therefore, I argue that what clergymen really referred to and discussed in their sermons were 

their political enemies, the Republican Party. I show that this sort of language first arose and 

                                                                                                                                                       
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992; Perry Miller in The New England Mind: the 

Seventeenth Century (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1939), and Errand Into the 

Wilderness (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1956); and Edmund Morgan, The Puritan 

Dilemma: The Story of John Winthrop (New York: Longman, 1999). 
51 Hatch, The Sacred Cause of Liberty, 25. By American exceptionalism, I define this to be the 
belief held by Americans that the United States is the best country in the world, because of its 
democratic heritage, its liberal traditions, and the freedom Americans have to be what they want 
to be and do what they want; it also can include the idea that God has chosen the United States as 
his special country and that therefore Americans are special people favored by God. This 
definition further encompasses the idea that America is unique in its freedoms, culture, and 
traditions, and that all of these things make up why the America considers itself exceptional to 
all other countries on earth. I use the term Republican as a stand-in for Democratic-Republican, 
as the two were used interchangeably during the Early Republic years. 
52 I believe that Americans conflated Napoleon with France and the French people. When, after 
1799, Americans discussed France, it is my opinion that what they were really talking about was 
Napoleon, because Napoleon represented France to them.  
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continued to emerge during particular periods of intense economic distress, and that this pressure 

caused New England clergymen to lash out against the French who they felt were persecuting 

them and their local economies. Specifically, I will concentrate on extreme economic 

disturbances caused by the XYZ affair; the Quasi-War; the French Continental Blockade; the 

resulting American Embargo, Non-Importation, and Non-Intercourse Acts; and finally, the War 

of 1812, all of which significantly increased negative language towards both France and 

Bonaparte. 

The virulent hatred of Napoleon that developed in New England stemmed in large part 

from the Protestant churches that America was founded upon two hundred years prior. Here, 

affairs of state, including foreign policy and national security, became the order of the day for 

ministers to preach on to their congregations.53 In his book, religious historian John Macauley 

describes the actions of rogue preachers as “pulpit treason,” which he defines as an act whereby 

a minister hijacks the church’s pulpit in order to stray from religious messages with the intent to 

broadcast messages that feature a more politicized content.54 These political messages included 

sharp diatribes against Napoleon couched in the most hostile language imaginable. Current 

issues in local, state, and federal politics also featured prominently as pulpit treasons in New 

England and the Mid-Atlantic, with elections being a major reason for hijacking the lectern. This 

pulpit treason becomes especially prevalent in times of stress upon the country, such as during 

what became known as the XYZ Affair with France. With Macauley’s framework in place, it is 

more easily understood what ministers attempted to do with what power they had available to 

                                                
53 John Macauley, Unitarianism in the American South: The Other Invisible Institution 
(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2001). New Englanders shared this habit with the 
churches of England, as Robert Hole discusses in his monograph. Hole, Pulpits, Politics, and 

Public Order in England, 1760-1832 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 64. 
54 John Macauley, Unitarianism, 166.  
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them. What they tried to do, I argue, was poison the well against the Republican Party in favor of 

their own Federalist Party, and they did this through harsh, frightening, and often disturbing 

sermons against Bonaparte and the French nation.  

The XYZ Affair, 1796- 1797 

 As seen in the last chapter, Americans throughout the country were politically torn during 

the French Revolution: many wanted to support the United States’ first ally from its own 

revolution over ten years before, but others were unsure of the wisdom of the French people’s 

rebellion, specifically, these Americans expressed dissatisfaction with how events evolved in 

France.55 Though many Americans were early supporters of the revolution in France, their 

support quickly faded during the more violent phases of the revolution.56 Americans widely 

believed that their example spurred the French into ending the Bourbon monarchy and beginning 

the French Revolution.57 Yet when things took a violent turn in France with the beginning of the 

Reign of Terror in 1793, most Americans, especially Federalist New Englanders, disassociated 

themselves from the French Revolution. On the other side of the new American political divide, 

the Democratic-Republican Party, formed by Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and James 

Monroe, continued to support France during its time of upheavals.58 However, the majority of 

                                                
55 Numerous sermons discuss ministers’ antipathy being because of the rise of what Americans 
perceived as atheism and infidelity during the dechristianization of France. The violence 
throughout the French Revolution had many New Englanders worrying about the extreme loss of 
life there as well, especially when it was seen to be perpetrated against individuals who could not 
defend themselves, such as women and children.  
56 See Charles Downer Hazen, Contemporary American Opinion of the French Revolution (see 
Chap. 1, n. 9). 
57 Elizabeth Brett White, American Opinion of France: From Lafayette to Poincaré (see Chap. 1, 
n. 43), xv. This is an example of American exceptionalism in action—America is the guiding 
light of the world.  
58 Albert Hall Bowman, The Struggle for Neutrality: Franco-American Diplomacy During the 

Federalist Era (Knoxville, TN: The University of Tennessee Press, 1974), viii. Bowman 
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Americans from all parts of the country turned on France after what became known in the United 

States as the “XYZ affair” in 1797.59  

The XYZ affair occurred when the American diplomats to France--Elbridge Gerry, John 

Marshall, and Charles Cotesworth Pinckney—attempted to negotiate a solution to some of the 

issues that were causing friction between the two countries. In particular, the United States 

wanted reparations from France for naval depredations they claimed France and her ally Spain 

were responsible.60 As per French decrees then recently posted and in the wake of the 18 

Fructidor coup, the five-man executive Directory refused to meet with the diplomatic 

commission. Instead, the French foreign minister, Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord, 

drafted a letter (though he did not send it) about the American diplomats’ intentions for coming 

to France, which would tell him how much authority they had to negotiate with Talleyrand; 

Talleyrand wanted to secure good relations with the United States, though the majority of the 

Directory showed little interest in American affairs.61 As Albert Hall Bowman shows in his 

book, The Struggle for Neutrality: Franco-American Diplomacy During the Federalist Era, this 

was the letter given to the Americans informally by “X” and “Y” to “propose financial 

                                                                                                                                                       
discusses the tendency of the Federalists towards Anglophilia, while those against Alexander 
Hamilton and his policies necessarily took the opposite side.  
59 William Stinchcombe, The XYZ Affair (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1980); Bowman, The 

Struggle for Neutrality; and Thomas M. Ray "'Not One Cent for Tribute': The Public Addresses 
and American Popular Reaction to the XYZ Affair, 1798–1799" Journal of Early American 

History 3, no. 4, 389-412. Ray relates several stories of the change in American opinion against 
France, including a merchant in Baltimore who claimed that “all classes of people” were united 
in their anti-French feelings. It was called the XYZ affair because the American press replaced 
the names of Jean Conrad Hottinguer, Pierre Bellamy, and Lucien Hauteval for the letters XYZ. 
Hottinguer and Bellamy were Hamburg bankers. Stinchcombe also mentions the little-known 
“W,” Nicholas Hubbard, who was also slightly involved in the entire situation but has been left 
out of the name entirely. 
60 Bowman, Struggle, 293 and 311. 
61 Ibid, 318. 
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arrangements to the Directory as a preliminary to the negotiations upon their actual business.”62 

This “douceur” (sweetness) was hit upon by Talleyrand as a way of reconciling the two sides—

the United States and the French Directory—Talleyrand believed it would satisfy French 

demands for its own maritime claims against America as well as to put the United States in a 

difficult diplomatic situation with Great Britain.63  

Meanwhile, the Americans in Paris became more and more restless and impatient with 

what they saw as an interminable wait—they arrived in France at the end of September 1797, 

and by February the following year little to no progress had thus been made. The American 

envoys left France in an insulted huff by the end of April 1798.64 By July, the diplomats’ 

dispatches had been received, deciphered, and published for public consumption throughout the 

United States. As more and more of the commissioners’ reports were made available, public 

opinion against both France and the French-leaning Republican party plummetted. Americans 

expressed outrage about the disrespectful way the French dealt with the United States and its 

emissaries, and the cry “millions for defense but not one cent for tribute” became the national 

slogan and the Federalist war-cry. Federalist President John Adams ordered national defense to 

                                                
62 Ibid, 318. 
63 Because of its ratification of the very pro-British Jay Treaty of 1795, the French wanted to see 
America make a similarly pro-French treaty as well; the French believed that the Jay Treaty 
violated American neutrality and destroyed the treaty between France and America of 1778. Yet 
it seems that the French were truly unaware of how negatively the Jay Treaty was viewed by the 
majority of Americans; there are many reports of mobs of Americans burning the treaty and its 
author, John Jay, in effigy. Bowman, Struggle, 219 and 303. 
64 Bowman points out that relations were not only strained between the French and the 
Americans, but they were also at their breaking point among the American commissioners. 
Indeed, tensions ran so high among the diplomats that when the commission broke up in early 
April, neither Marshall nor Pinckney said goodbye to Gerry.   
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be stepped up, while Adams also announced that he would never send another minister to France 

if that was the way they would be treated.65  

President John Adams designated May 9, 1798, as a day on which he urged all citizens of 

the United States to use for “fasting, prayer, and humiliation.”66 Because of this national 

“thanksgiving” holiday, there were a number  of sermons given that discussed New Englanders’ 

feelings toward France. Many sermons did indeed talk about how Americans should perceive 

themselves as thankful or grateful to God for the bounty they had received the year before, but 

many discussed the difficult diplomatic and political situation unfolding in addition to the normal 

giving of thanks. William DeLoss Love writes in his authoritative book on fast and thanksgiving 

days in New England that ministers in that area believed in part of their duties to delve into 

politics with their congregations.67 Indeed, one such minister, the Rev. William Linn, wrote in 

the preface to his discourse, “but, why speak so much about France? Because the danger from 

France was the very occasion of our fasting; her sins prevail among us; and her miseries exhibit 

                                                
65 Ibid, 330. 
66 William DeLoss Love, The Fast and Thanksgiving Days of New England (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1894), 363. The date was actually set during the American Revolution as the first 
Thursday in May by the Continental Congress, but after the revolution ended, the national day of 
fasting had not been celebrated nationwide until John Adams was elected in 1796. Love 
mentions that the 1798 fast was a particularly effective one in that was observed throughout the 
country—he attributes this, correctly, I believe, to the threat of war from France. Adams was a 
very religious man, and decreed several additional fast days beyond the May 9, 1798 one. Adams 
declared 4 May 1797, 29 November 1798, and 25 April 1799 as national holidays as these times 
of the year conformed to earlier traditions of fast and thanksgiving days in already celebrated 
throughout New England. 
67 Ibid, 362-363. Love writes that they would have felt themselves “culpable” had they not 
discussed politics in the pulpit. Love also says that fast days were seen as a time to talk about 
America politically, historically, and religiously; the truth of this statement is clearly evident in 
nearly all sermons or discourses given on a fast day or a day given over for thanks.  
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to us an awfully instructive lesson.”68 That France and perceived danger from the French was the 

reason for the fast day—the first of many to come during the Adams administration—was the 

point of so many of these sermons, and serves to explain why many of the ministers thought it 

important to discuss politics in the pulpit. 

The Rev. John Thayer, a Catholic priest in Boston, addressed his congregation about how 

formerly France had been the “guardian of religion and good morals” under the Bourbon kings, 

but now, in 1798, Thayer believed “France revolutionized is more truly the scourge of God, that 

was ever Attila, or any other barbarous conqueror recorded in history.”69 He also mentioned what 

many Republicans viewed as “dreadful persecution” in the wake of the passage of the Alien and 

Sedition Acts.70 After a lengthy warm-up consisting of the lowlights of the last nearly ten years 

of French history, Thayer delved into the ungratefulness of the French, almost as if he had made 

a listing of all their crimes that he was determined to check off before he was through. “We sent 

them our bread when their ports were blockaded… Our merchants were seduced to carry them 

the rich produce of our soil; and to the eternal infamy of that swindling republic, they yet remain 

entirely unpaid, or else have been obliged to receive depreciated paper.”71 France, in Thayer’s 

mind, sweet-talked American merchants into selling the French American-made products, and 

then reneged on payment after receiving the goods. As if that were not bad enough, when the 

French did pay, they did so with paper money that had lost most of its value. Thayer continued 

                                                
68 William Linn, “A Discourse on National Sins, Delivered May 9, 1798, Being the Day 
Recommended by the President of the United States to Be Observed As a Day of General Fast” 
(New York: T & J Swords, 1798), v.  
69 John Thayer, “A Discourse, Delivered at the Roman Catholic Church in Boston” (Baltimore: 
Hanna, 1798), 9-10. 
70 Ibid, 7. Interestingly, Thayer described himself as a Federalist earlier in his speech. He 
commented that though many of the Catholics he preached to were not American, he was sure 
they would feel the same as him. 
71 Ibid, 24. 
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making complaints against France, many of which became standards throughout the next decade 

of American life: 

Our vessels have been embargoed in their ports, to the very great 
damage of their owners; our merchants have been plundered for 
years together, to the amount of millions; the stipulations of our 
solemn treaty with them have been continually violated; – and all 
this injurious treatment was given us under the frivolous pretext of 
imperious necessity; the sense of which phrase is more intelligibly 
expressed in the high-way-man's words, your purse or your life.72 
 

Thayer compared the French negotiators to nothing more than highwaymen, seeking to plunder 

the innocent American people when they attempt to collect what was rightfully theirs in the first 

place. Yet Thayer was not content to leave things with this image of the rapacious French in his 

listeners’ minds. He went on, describing alleged French attempts to subvert the United States’ 

government, the general contempt and disregard for American sovereignty, and all the while, all 

the United States really wanted, according to Thayer, was “redress from that generosity and 

justice which are innate in the human heart.”73 Instead, what the Americans received from France 

was more contempt and disrespect piled upon their diplomats, who “wait with patience: they 

supplicate: they suffer every degradation to effect a reconciliation, or even in interview, with the 

insolent usurpers of despotic power.”74 When the envoys are received, they were told they must 

pay a bribe of $33 million, which Thayer called “a free gift, and as a loan,” or else the United 

States would suffer the same treatment meted out to Holland, Geneva, Genoa, and Venice. New 

Englanders speculated wildly that an invasion by a French army (perhaps led by the highly 

                                                
72 Ibid, 25 
73 Ibid, 25. 
74 Ibid, 25-26. 
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successful General Bonaparte?) and all the atrocities that follow a military conquest would 

follow if the United States did not comply with French monetary demands.75 

  However depressing the message American diplomats received from France sounded 

coming from Thayer, he had an uplifting message planned. As he wrote, “Is there a single 

freeman in America, whether a native or foreigner, whose blood does not boil within him at the 

bare mention of so much insolence, and who does not reply to it, in the language of our envoys; 

we will make one manly struggle before we comply.”76 Thayer’s tone changed mid-paragraph 

from miserable and defeatist to defiant and proud. His textual footnote mentioned how in the 

dispatches sent back by the envoys, they were invariably humble and generous towards France, 

attitudes that Thayer thought truly befitting Americans.77 His meaning is clear: despite being 

humiliated and offended at every turn, the Americans only brought honor to their country while 

the French dishonored theirs. 

Ministers throughout New England decried the treachery and falseness of the French, 

though few as vehemently as Thayer. Perhaps Thayer’s critique was phrased so angrily because 

he himself was a Catholic who wanted to show mostly Protestant America that not all Catholics 

were like those in France, and especially not like Bonaparte and his fellow revolutionaries. 

                                                
75 Ibid, 26. Thayer has the French threatening the American delegates, but he does not mention 
Napoleon in his sermon; however, Bonaparte was a very common topic in the newspapers during 
this time period, so I believe he cannot have been far from Thayer’s mind. Bonaparte’s next 
military conquest was not known widely to the public, so Americans did not know that his target 
was Egypt until after the Battle of Aboukir Bay with the British in August 1798. There was 
widespread speculation throughout American newspapers that perhaps Egypt or some other 
province of the Ottoman Empire was his goal, but New Englanders had nothing but educated 
guesses to go on from there (cf. Thomas’s Massachusetts Spy, or the Worcester Gazette, 
Worcester, MA: 12 December 1797; 1, and Commercial Advertiser, New York: 1 January 1798; 
3. The latter mentions Napoleon’s power to radically alter the government of the Kingdom of 
Naples right before discussing the XYZ negotiators).   
76 Ibid, 26. Emphasis in the original text. 
77 Ibid, 26. 
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Indeed, Thayer’s sermon was so popular that it went through two editions, which were printed, 

as it said on the title page, because of the solicitation of its hearers for Thayer’s thoughts and 

comments on the present situation. Another popular fast day sermon that sold out several 

editions was the Rev. Jedidiah Morse, whose sermon focused on the troubles that Adams’ 

national day of fast proclamation mentioned.78  

Morse dove into the heart of his message, which was that rather than a day of fasting, 

prayer, and humiliation, the day was instead one of “trouble, of reviling, and of blasphemy.”79 

The trouble, according to Morse, was because of the ongoing foreign relations disaster that he 

quoted directly from Adams’ proclamation. Morse thought America’s problems with France 

were so terrible that they threatened to overthrow the U.S. government because they had 

provoked a strong spirit of party factionalism throughout the country. He also believed that there 

was a “subtle and secretly operating foreign influence among us” where all the problems 

stemmed. Many New England ministers believed the Republican Party operated in America for 

foreign, and specifically French, interests. These ministers, like Morse, thought that the 

Republicans took direct orders from the French, through either bribery or benign cooperation, 

and worked on achieving French goals in America. Though Morse never names them as such, 

                                                
78 Adams’ proclamation read in part: “as the United States of America are at present placed in a 
hazardous and afflictive situation, by the unfriendly disposition, conduct and demands of a 
foreign power, evinced by repeated refusals to receive our messengers of reconciliation and 
peace, by depredations on our commerce, and the infliction of injuries on very many of our 
fellow citizens, while engaged in their lawful business on the seas.” This was printed in 
newspapers throughout the country; this text specifically originated from the Columbian 

Centinel, April 4, 1798. While it is difficult to say for sure, New England’s mostly Federalist 
ministers were critiquing France and its revolution both politically and ideologically against their 
rival Republican faction. 
79 Jedidiah Morse, “A Sermon, Delivered at the New North Church in Boston, in the Morning, 
and in the Afternoon at Charlestown, May 9, 1798, Being the Day Recommended by John 
Adams, President of the United States, for Solemn Humiliation, Fasting and Prayer” (Boston: 
Samuel Hall, 1798), 12. 
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most Americans in the 1790s knew that the majority of Republicans supported France and pro-

French policies while the Federalists leaned towards Great Britain and espoused a general sort of 

Anglophilia based upon a shared language, culture, and history. Like Thayer, Morse also had a 

list of complaints directed against the French, many of which overlapped.80 He was also incensed 

at the treatment Americans had received from the French, noting that “they have, unjustly and 

unprovoked, captivated, imprisoned, and otherwise mal-treated many of our fellow-citizens” and 

that when the American envoys attempted to get restitution for the damages done to neutral 

commercial shipping property, the French “refused, and that repeatedly and perseveringly, and in 

a manner most mortifying to an independent mind” to even see the envoys.81 “They will not hear 

what we have to say in vindication of those measures, at which they affect to be offended,” he 

added.82 What more could the American commissioners do than they had already done, with 

persistence and patience? Moreover, Morse thought that the French government pretended to be 

more upset about the Jay Treaty than they really were, and used it as an excuse to ignore the 

American commissioners. Throughout the sermon he painted the French government as arrogant 

and openly bellicose, desiring a war that the United States was ill-prepared for. 

One of the grievances Morse aired during his sermon was that of the depredations against 

New England’s commerce. Also mentioned by Thayer, Morse found it insulting that the French 

had opposed American attempts of sovereignty, both outright and through intrigue.83 The French 

disrespected the United States’ citizens, their property, and their lives, all things that Morse 

                                                
80 Ibid, 13. He lists the French abuse of America’s friendship, disdained the United States’ 
gratitude for France’s help during the American Revolutionary War, their diplomatic and cultural 
shiftiness towards American envoys, and the general trickery and cunning of the French.  
81 Ibid, 14.  
82 Ibid, 14. The measures Morse mentions are the Jay Treaty and the refusal of the Secretary of 
State at the time, Timothy Pickering, to allow the French a copy.  
83 Ibid, 14. 
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found despicable. Morse accused the French further of “foment[ing] insurrections among us: 

They have artfully endeavoured to plunge us into a ruinous war” and that the French had 

destroyed large amounts of American property at sea.84 Though not necessarily specific to the 

New England and Mid-Atlantic regions, anti-French speak during the XYZ Affair and Quasi-

War is certainly much more vivid and intense than in other parts of the country, such as Virginia. 

Indeed, a cursory look at contemporary newspapers shows that Francophobic sentiment 

decreases as one proceeds south through the United States. This is attributed to the financial 

losses that northern Americans continually incurred because of French piratical attacks.  

Morse expressed further outrage that the French “have yet their admirers among us!!!”85 

After all France had done to the United States in the past few years, it was beyond Morse’s 

comprehension how some Americans (he did not give names) found something still admirable 

about the French. Just as Thayer had done, Morse repeated the threat that was made by the 

French to the commissioners that if the United States did not pay France “a sum of money, to 

which our resources scarcely extend, we may expect their vengeance, and, like Venice, be erased 

from the list of nations” and that the French will “annihilate the only free republic on earth, the 

only nation in the universe, which has manifested for her a cordial and real friendship!”86 That 

Morse and Thayer both quoted directly from the XYZ reports the French threat gives credence to 

the idea that New England ministers feared the potential for such an invasion. Further, that 

Morse directly mentioned supposed French influence within the United States’ newborn political 

factions also points to doubts the clergy had regarding the sense in having parties in the first 

                                                
84 Ibid, 14. 
85 Ibid, 14. 
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place. Clearly, factions posed a danger to the safety of America, both externally and internally, 

by opening the door to manipulation by more seasoned and practiced diplomats in Europe.  

  Yet all this caution was for naught, because not long after the outcry against the French 

from the XYZ affair, the Federalist majority in Congress pushed through the Alien and Sedition 

Acts. These arose out of ire towards supposed French supporters within not only the American 

government in the form of prominent Republicans, but also within the population as a whole.87 

In his book on the Alien and Sedition Acts, John C. Miller writes that the laws’ crafters acted 

mainly out of fear—fear of a French invasion, fear of too much democracy, and above all, fear of 

a division of the country through party factions.88 Several acts were allowed to expire naturally, 

and only one was expressly repealed after tensions eased and the situation calmed down.89 Yet it 

is clear that while the laws directly acted toward squashing all forms of opposition to the ruling 

                                                
87 Richard M. Kohn, Eagle and Sword: The Federalists and the Creation of the Military 

Establishment in America, 1783-1802 (New York: The Free Press, 1975), 207, and John C. 
Miller, Crisis in Freedom: The Alien and Sedition Acts (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 
1951), 25. There were four separate acts within the Alien and Sedition Acts. The first of these, 
the Naturalization Act, increased the amount of time an immigrant to America needed to live in 
the country before becoming a naturalized citizen from just five years to fourteen years. 
Naturalization Act: “An Act supplementary to and to amend the act, intitled, ‘An act to establish 
an uniform rule of naturalization; and to repeal the act heretofore passed on that subject,’” in 
Richard Peters, ed., United States Statutes at Large (Boston:  Charles C. Little and James Brown, 
1845) 1: 566-568. The second, the Alien Friends Act, authorized the president the power to 
deport certain undesirable immigrants from the United States, “An Act concerning Aliens.” 
Peters, Stat., 571-572. The third act in the series, the Alien Enemies Act, stated that, in the event 
of either a proclaimed war or a foreign invasion, the president was legally empowered to treat 
immigrants from that country as enemies; this included seizing their property, as well as 
potentially arrest and trial for being a foreign alien enemy, “An Act respecting Alien Enemies.” 
Peters, Stat., 577-578. Last, the Sedition Act imposed a penalty on those who spoke against the 
U.S. government in any manner, whether in speech or print; specifically, anti-government “libel” 
that had the intention to foment a rebellion or riot that benefitted a foreign nation, “An Act in 
addition to the act, entitled ‘An act for the punishment of certain crimes against the United 
States.” Peters, Stat., 596-597. 
88 Miller, Crisis in Freedom, 23. Miller discusses how the Federalists designed the acts to quiet 
down the “French party” in America—the Republicans. 
89 The Alien Enemies Act remains on the U.S. law books, and was the legal resource given by 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt for the internment of Japanese-Americans during World War II. 
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Federalist Party, they inadvertently still further fanned the flames of party factionalism and led to 

the slow decline of the Federalists.  

 Congregationalist minister Rev. John Prince of Salem, Massachusetts, gave another 

popular fast day discourse that detailed the atheism of the French people. Their irreligion, Prince 

believed, would infect New England with the anti-republicanism that seemed to flourish 

concomitantly with anti-religious views. “God ordained government for the good of mankind, to 

prevent the evils of anarchy, the evils of uncontrouled passions; to protect the lives and property 

of mankind, and promote their rational improvement and happiness,” Prince claimed.90 By this, 

he meant that good (religious) republican government would prevent chaos from happening in 

society. That France experienced a great deal of turmoil during the revolution showed Prince that 

their government was not one that protected the lives of the French nor their property, and was 

not a good republican government that God approved of. Prince was particularly offended by 

reports he had heard of an irreligious celebration in which the French “suspended the old and 

new testament to the tail of an ass; and, forming a mock procession, led him through the streets 

to a square, where they threw the bible into the fire prepared for the purpose, and made the ass 

drink out of the sacramental cup.”91Worse still for Prince was that this sacrilegious ceremony 

that desecrated the Bible in two different ways took place on the Sabbath.  

Prince believed that if the French Revolution had taught New Englanders anything, it was 

that “afford melancholy proofs, that the great body of the people do not always gain the end at 

which they aim by them.”92 By this, Prince meant that though the French had had good intentions 

                                                
90 John Prince, “A Discourse, Delivered at Salem, on the Day of the National Fast, May 9, 1798; 
Appointed by President Adams, on account of the difficulties subsisting between the United 
States and France” (Salem, MA: Cushing, 1798), 19. 
91 Ibid, 12. 
92 Ibid, 20. 
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in mind from the first, things did not work out the way the French intended. The real problem, 

according to Prince, was that only the name used for the government had changed. As he told his 

congregation, “They still groan under burdens and oppressions; and are not allowed to complain 

under their present rulers, any more than when they were under the power of those who were 

formerly denominated their tyrants,” and he also thought that, “The rights of conscience are not 

better respected; their lives and property are not more secure. If they suffered before under 

military despotism, they do not appear to suffer less under the new formed governments, which 

are evidently controlled by military force.”93 The lesson New Englanders ought to take away 

from this, in Prince’s eyes, was that they should be grateful for the wonderful system of 

government in place in America, which had been established with much care and thought to its 

creation.94 To further get his point across, Prince began detailing many of the crimes committed 

against the French people, speculating that one of the goals of the revolution, universal 

philanthropy:  

Was it the mere act of delusion which spoke to the oppressed 
nations this language of philanthropy and freedom? –“People of 
Italy, the French army comes to break your chains; the French 
people are the friends of all people; come with confidence to them; 
your property, religion, and customs, shall be respected. We make 
war as generous enemies, and with all need to make war against 
the tyrants who oppress you.” This was the language held out to 
the oppressed by these deliverers of mankind!95  
 

That Prince directly quoted from Bonaparte’s speech to the Army of Italy before its entry into 

Milan in 1796 indicates his disbelief in the truth of the French promise to “break the chains” of 

subjugated people—how can the French make that claim to foreign people when they could not 
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94 Ibid, 16. 
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and would not do it for their own people? The double-talk Prince pointed out in Napoleon’s 

address speaks directly to New England’s frustration at the French during the XYZ affair.  

Prince spelled out his meaning more clearly later in the same paragraph. He asked his 

congregation if they thought that the Italians were freer after Napoleon’s French troops purported 

to liberate them than they had been under their “masters.” Prince did not think that the Italians 

had benefitted from the French invasion, and told his listeners just as much:  

Has not the whole mass of the people been included in the fruits of 
the conquest? – Severe requisitions and contributions levied upon 
them at large, and collected at the point of the bayonet?  Have their 
“property, religion, and customs, been respected” by the "generous 
enemy?" How have the conquerors shewn their friendship? What 
has been done to beget “confidence in them?”96  
 

Prince explained that the French levied tremendous contributions from the northern Italians, in 

the form of priceless works of art and the usual gold and jewels, all of which were sent back to 

Paris as the spoils of war. As Prince said, the Italian tribute was collected “at the point of the 

bayonet,” making it more like tribute and less like a contribution. Prince did not believe that the 

French had helped the Italians at any point, and in many cases, actually made their situation 

worse. 

 John Prince hypothesized what would happen in America, should the French decide to 

invade. He explained by giving examples of what the French had already done under the guise of 

liberators. Prince scathingly asked, “What is their language to the same people they pitied so 

much before, when they conquered ‘the tyrants who oppressed’ them?”97 He answered his own 

rhetorical question with a quote from Napoleon to the Milanese deputation, “‘Remember,’ says 

the ‘generous enemy,’ ‘you are altogether a conquered country; I am here the legislative power, 
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and your head shall fall at the least trouble or disorder of which you shall be the authors.’”98 

Here, Prince disparaged the French and Bonaparte by claiming that they were not as benevolent 

as they claimed to be, because at the slightest hint of disobedience on the part of the Italians, 

Napoleon threatened them with the guillotine. To make things worse, Bonaparte blamed the 

conquered Italians for any trouble that arose—not the invading French, but the people he was 

sent to liberate. Prince was outraged by all of this, as this did not conform to his belief and 

understanding of what the French Revolution was supposed to accomplish. 

 However, lest his listeners and later readers mistake his purpose, Prince made it clear 

why he spent so much time talking about foreign events in far-off places. “Let their fate be a 

warning to others, and their sufferings a stimulus to guard those, who are not yet in its power, 

against the danger of its fascination, which prepares the way for inevitable destruction.”99 This 

was Prince’s point—those who failed to learn from current events were in danger of suffering the 

same fate. He believed there to be a strong chance that the French had designs upon America, as 

witnessed by the XYZ affair (which he also spent a good deal of time discussing), and like 

Thayer, Prince thought it was the French’s plan to divide Americans to make them weaker for 

eventual conquest. As Prince said, “by creating jealousies and mistrust in our minds, and thereby 

weakening the energies of our government, and rendering us defenseless against their bolder 

attacks,” adding further that, “Thus they would prepare us for the same impositions they have 

laid on other neutral nations. They wish to conquer us by their arts, as they have others by their 

arms; that our government may be under their controul [sic], and our property under their 

requisition.” He concluded by noting, “This they have done to others, and thus they threaten 
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us.”100 Prince and Thayer were in agreement that the French planned to divide and conquer 

America, just the same as they had the Italian peninsula, the Swiss republics, and Holland. To 

guard against this, Thayer and Prince both cautioned New Englanders to remain on their guard, 

to be principled in their politics, but that citizens should be willing to bridge the aisle, politically 

speaking, so that their enemies did not divide them.101 

 Another minister adding his voice to the din surrounding the XYZ affair and the 

commercial losses endured by New England merchants was the pastor of the South Church in 

Ipswich, Massachusetts, the Rev. Joseph Dana. Dana urged his congregation to think of all the 

blessings that God had endowed Americans with, and that they must all pray for peace and their 

country in the time of apparent crisis. He further counseled in his sermon entitled The Duty and 

Reward that though there had not been a physical French invasion as yet in the United States, 

that did not mean that New Englanders could relax their guard for a moment. Indeed, rather than 

sending an actual army to North America, Dana believed that “a war of a more pernicious kind is 

continued with redoubled exertions; a war of intrigue” was attacking the United States and that 

this intellectual conflict “corrupts the minds and hearts of our people, depraves their sentiments, 

detaches them from their best friends and best interests; makes them their own enemies; and put 

daggers into their hands to stab their country.”102 In short, Dana told his congregation, it was “a 

                                                
100 Ibid, 26-27.  
101 Though we might never know if Americans truly believed the French would invade the 
United States, it cannot be overlooked nor understated. What is more plausible, however, is that 
Federalist ministers, in keeping with party doctrine, believed that America’s defenses and armed 
forces needed to be stronger and more prepared than they were after the American Revolutionary 
War. Therefore, perhaps we can understand this invasion phobia in terms of politics rather than 
in terms of actual fear.  
102 Francis Dana, “The Duty and Reward of Loving Our Country, and Seeking It’s [sic] 
Prosperity: a Discourse, Delivered in Two Parts, at the National Fast, April 25, 1799” (Boston: 
Manning and Loring, 1799), 17. 
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war which undermines our foundations.”103 Because of the division caused by the formation of 

political parties within America and the pro-French leanings of the Republicans, the United 

States stood on shaky supports. He blamed this “war of intrigue” entirely upon the French and 

their “revolutionizing system,” because it was a system designed to:  

disseminate infidel and atheistical principles in this favored land; 
that members of their people who have come hither, have applied 
themselves to this horrid work; and that many thousand copies, at 
one time, of one insinuating infidel book, printed at Paris in the 
English language, were sent to America to be sold very cheap, or 
given away: in consequence of which, several editions of the same 
work have been printed here, and zealously dispersed.104 
 

American Republicans were known to favor France over Britain, and it must have been them, in 

Dana’s mind, who had spread these “infidel and atheistical principles” throughout the U.S. Still 

worse for Dana was that the book had been translated into English, then made available at a very 

cheap price, or outright given away, putting it within the reach of average Americans.  

Yet despite this, Dana believed that these same people, the Republicans, did not see the 

danger inherent in the French. They saw and did not understand what they looked at, Dana 

thought. This type of unseeing, this confidence was dangerous, Dana pointed out, and it “was the 

ruin of Switzerland; and prevented that brave people from making such preparation for defense, 

                                                
103 Ibid, 17. 
104 Ibid, 20. Dana does not ever identify what this “infidel book” is, though it is possible he is 
referring to the Abbé Barruel’s Mémoires pour Servir à l'Histoire du Jacobinisme, which had 
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published. See Chapter 4 for more about these books. 
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and such a respectable resistance, as they certainly would, had they open their eyes in time to 

their imminent danger.”105 Dana believed that, like the American Republicans, the Swiss did not 

recognize the danger the French posed to them. If they had know, he thought, they would have 

prepared to fight against it. But, as Dana concluded, “They had seen enough and enough to 

destroy all confidence; and so have we.”106 In other words, let New England and America learn 

from the mistakes that Switzerland made before it is too late to stop the French. Dana wanted to 

make sure that his listeners understood that the French constituted a real threat against the United 

States, despite what they may have heard from the Republicans. The Republicans only courted 

disaster by not making sense of what they saw, including many who had witnessed it first hand.  

Indeed, the pro-French people within America had bigger problems to deal with, Dana 

argued. Rather, he stated: 

An American, looking with a malignant eye on as eminent public 
characters as any country in modern times has beheld; and 
appreciating to the lowest their talents, their virtues, and the 
important fruits of their administration; – and, on the other hand, 
admiring the French; and, through that partiality, reconciling his 
mind by degrees to the infidelity and irreligion, the thin-covered 
despotism, the lawless ambition, the rapacity, the falsehood and 
treachery, and all the bloody enormities of their government; – 
such an American is in the high road to greater depravation than is 
readily conceived: and what an education is this to give to his 
children!107 
  

Dana believed that people who smeared the names of John Adams and George Washington while 

at the same time preferred the French was on the road to “greater depravation” than anybody 

truly comprehended, all made worse because of the examples it gave their children to follow. 

That same person found in the French something admirable, where Dana found them despicable 
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because of their supposed “infidelity,” and their attachment to ambition, rapacity, treachery, and 

despotism. This frightened Dana so much so that he immediately concluded his thoughts in a 

prayer to God to save them all from themselves and to help them heal their divisions, which he 

saw as running rampant in the late 1790s.  

 However, the problem with these people that loved the French so much, Dana argued, 

was their prominence within American society. As he alleged in his discourse, “witness the 

conduct of some of our most informed citizens; and witness those presses whose prime object 

appears to be, to promote foreign influence; to discolor the characters and the actions of the best 

men in the government.”108 These men should not be taking the part of a foreign country, and 

they certainly should not be disparaging elected American officials in view of the rest of the 

world, in Dana’s mind. Dana thought that these men sought to “justify and celebrate the French 

in all their enormities: to collect from all parts of the continent every publication which may 

serve those intentions: nothing too uncandid or indecent, provided it abuse their own 

government; nothing too absurd or perverse, if only it exalts the other.”109 In Dana’s eyes, the 

influential journalists and citizens spoke out in favor of the French at the expense of American 

leaders whom had been duly elected by their fellow citizens, all while these “informed citizens” 

promoted France’s interests over the United States’ stability. Dana believed it to be a shame that 

the most educated Americans could not support their own countrymen because of ideological 

differences and supposed cultural superiority of a country not their own. 
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 A key theme running through all these sermons is that of the dangers stemming from 

disunion in the shape of party factions and the fighting that came out of their formation. 

Ministers throughout New England believed that these squabbles threatened the security and 

future of America. The clergy constantly harped upon the need for unity during times of stress, 

and harangued their congregations on the possibilities that awaited them should they fail to heed 

the warnings they had received. Nearly every sermon from the late 1790s contained a statement 

from the clergyman urging his parishioners to set aside their differences because a nation divided 

against from within itself cannot stand.110 It was of the most vital importance that New 

Englanders come together with their fellow Americans to stand against those that wished them 

harm, such as the insidious and treacherous French.  

The Quasi-War, 1797-1801 

A favorite topic of ministers was that of the commercial depredations that were 

committed against the New England merchant class and America as a whole. It was one of the 

reasons they disliked France, because it was a clear sign of the French treachery and dishonest 

practices. These commercial losses, uncompensated by the French as a result of the XYZ affair, 

became the basis for the conflict that became known as the Quasi-War that began in 1798.  

                                                
110 See, for example, Henry Cumings, “A Sermon, Preached at Billerica, December 15, 1796, 
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Though not a very religious subject, nevertheless the ministers in New England were up 

in arms over the shipping disasters caused by France and Great Britain. These two countries’ 

navies and privateers, commissioned by letters of marquee from either the King of England or 

Napoleon as First Consul, attacked American merchant ships. After the attacks, the ships and 

their entire cargoes would be seized as prizes and taken back to either France or Britain, or the 

vessels and the goods would be scuttled and burned. Almost as common as a theme as the need 

for unity, commercial issues played a significant role in ministers’ sermons. However, the 

economic concerns mentioned by clergymen doubled as a way of discussing what they believed 

was the real problem: the perceived growth in unwanted French influence in the American 

government. This was nearly as common a topic as that of commercial depredations, the impious 

behavior of the French, and the need for unity, especially during difficult times such as those 

during the Quasi-War. 

Alden Bradford, a Congregationalist minister of the church in Wicasset in what is now 

Maine, gave two sermons on the fast day in 1798 where he spoke at length about the reasons 

America was now fighting an undeclared war against France. Bradford began by talking about 

what he saw confronting the United States:  

Our rights are violated – our liberty is threatened – and though, 
perhaps, our country will not be invaded by a foreign army; (but 
even this is not impossible) we are in danger of being greatly 
injured by the attempts of those, who are inimically and 
tyrannically disposed toward us, to introduce divisions, discord and 
confusion in our government and among the people, and to obtain 
authority over us.111 
 

The French, Bradford believed, intended to invade America—or if not a physical invasion, they 

planned to sow the seeds of disharmony and unity amongst Americans to “obtain authority over 
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us.” Like many of New England ministers, Bradford thought that the French had somehow 

infiltrated American society with the desire to take the United States’ sovereignty away. 

According to Bradford, France’s end-goal was world domination, with “the hostile conduct of 

the foreign power towards us plainly indicates a plan to subjugate and enslave us, or to destroy 

our national sovereignty and independence.”112 Nothing less than slavery, according to this 

minister, who imputed only dark designs on the part of the French rather than the liberty they 

officially promised nations. The rights that Bradford mentioned, along with liberty, were the 

rights New Englanders believed they had as part of an independent and sovereign state. New 

Englanders had the right to freely ship their goods across the Atlantic Ocean, the right to claim 

their country as neutral during a time of war, and the right to do both of these things unmolested 

by other states. All of these rights the French had violated.  

 Bradford discussed how the French Revolution was originally welcomed in New 

England, but when the French overran their borders and brought war and death to foreign 

countries, New Englanders could not support them any longer. Further, Bradford declaimed, 

“when [the French] tyrannized in their turn over their defenseless neighbors, who had never 

injured them – and when in their conduct to their allies, they added outrage to injustice, and 

when condescension and submission made them more insolent and oppressive.”113 He added, 

“every enlightened and unprejudiced American … ceased to approve, and became indignant at 

the barbarity and tyranny of a nation, which appears to be aiming to destroy all order, to 

annihilate rational liberty, and to spread confusion, carnage and ruin through the world.”114 He 

concluded that nobody in America could wish that France remained successful, since Bradford 
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claimed that after France gained its own liberty it had only impoverished, degraded, and enslaved 

the peoples of other nations.115  

Bradford declared that the French worked in secret with those who were sympathetic to 

their cause (meaning the Republicans), and worked through those people to influence the 

American government at the highest levels. Bradford thought this the worst thing possible, since 

the French government was “at present, arbitrary and tyrannical, even beyond the old 

monarchical system. Measures are effected by intrigue, threats, by violence and force. There is 

no stability, no security in the government.”116 This was something nobody wanted in America. 

He mentioned the lack of reason, it having been replaced by “passion, ambition, and avarice,” 

and that the French had set aside both their constitution and laws in favor of “imperious 

necessity.”117 Everything that Bradford spoke of stood in direct contrast to the system in place in 

the United States. In America, there was no intrigue or threats guiding the people nor the 

government as a whole. American government was as far from a tyranny as could be devised, 

and it was certainly not arbitrary. 

In July 1799, at an oration delivered at Hartford, the lawyer William Brown said that the 

success of the French Revolution blinded Americans, and that this blindness caused America and 

other nations to “feel for their own freedom and security.” Brown added, “It is now too well-

established, to admit of any reasonable doubt, that our dearest interests, both of a political and 

domestic nature, are deeply involved in the events of that revolution.”118 Brown believed that 

France and America’s destinies were intertwined because of the shared similarities between the 
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two nations, and that this was potentially fatal to the health of the United States. Brown 

elaborated further about France’s history of strangling their allies and that America would be 

wise to avoid France if possible.119 Therefore, Brown believed that Americans should pay 

attention not to France’s successes, but rather their blunders and misdeeds so as to avoid 

suffering the same fate as France’s earlier victims.  

 Another minister who bemoaned France’s treatment of its late ally was Joseph 

Buckminster. Buckminster gave his sermon at the end of 1798 when the United States was 

deeply embroiled in the Quasi-War. He thought it astonishing that there were Americans out 

there (hopefully not in his congregation) that did not see that France had become what it said it 

would not—an imperial power who sought to divide and conquer America. He bewailed their 

“total dereliction of principles” that showed their new plan was “universal domination, under the 

flattering name, of an universal republic.”120 Divide and conquer, he claimed, was their new 

motto, and not the more widely known one of liberté, égalité, fraternité.121 If there was a reason 

to pray for France, it was only because of their attacks upon the Catholic Church, as it fulfilled 

part of the prophecy of Revelation, for which every Christian prayed.122  

 Robert Gray, the pastor of a church in Dover, New Hampshire, discussed the effect 

France’s attacks on American ships had on New England’s economy. In his discourse, Gray 

wrote that, “It is not necessary to remind you of the depredations which have, for some years 

past, been made upon our commerce by European nations. I presume they are fresh in your 
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French treatment of Switzerland. 
120 Joseph Buckminster, “A Discourse Delivered in the First Parish of Portsmouth, November 15, 
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memories.”123 Clearly, the economic losses suffered by New England merchants was known to 

one and all in his church. Gray continued on in this vein, and commented that, “France continues 

her abuses and greatly annoys our happiness, and instead of discovering the least disposition to 

make us satisfaction, insultingly demands money, money from us to reward her for the infamous 

treatment, which she has offered to America.”124  

Gray expressed outrage that the French sought to disrupt the United States’ prosperity 

with untoward naval attacks and then demanded money rather than seeking a pacific solution to 

the problem. France’s behavior stood in stark contrast to Britain, Gray noted, which had caused 

commercial losses as well, but had since promised reparations and “ceased to insult us.”125 

France, though, “still is attempting to interrupt our prosperity,” and this made Gray believe that 

“our future prospects of national happiness are not so flattering as what they have been in time 

past.”126 France’s depredations directly impacted America’s happiness, to Gray’s way of 

thinking, and that, without that problem, the United States would be a more content nation. 

In keeping with the clergy’s theme of the problems inherent in disunity, especially that 

caused by factional frictions, Robert Gray urged his parishioners to set aside their issues with 

each other to focus on what really mattered, which was being a true, patriotic (Federalist) 

American. "Let us cease to exasperate each other with virulent words, or the reproachful term of 

Jacobin or Tory. Let us cultivate brotherly love and strive to be good citizens and true 

Americans.”127 Gray essentially asked his congregation to stop the name-calling and hurtful 

speech so that Americans could all work towards making the United States a better place.  
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In fact, Rev. William Linn argued that it was because of New Englanders’ disunity that 

America was experiencing all of these problems in the first place. In his 1798 fast day discourse, 

Linn noted that: 

This has led them to attempt a separation of the people from the 
government, and to think that their late insolent demands would be 
successful; yea, to threaten, that unless we complied, their vessels 
would ravage our coasts, and we would share the fate of other 
nations which they have overturned. What was sometime ago made 
the pretext for hostile measures, was not so much as hinted to her 
messengers of peace; but all their requisitions are enforced by an 
appeal to our weakness, and this weakness arising from friends 
here on whom they reckon. O France!128 
 

Linn’s interpretation of the French crisis as being due to the lack of unity amongst 

Americans is hardly novel. As mentioned, the vast majority of ministers preached on the need for 

unity. However, Linn turned the idea on its head by arguing that this disunity was a weakness 

that foreign powers such as France exploited to their benefit and the United States’ disadvantage. 

Further, Linn pointed the finger at those within the country who were friends of France and who 

had, in Linn’s and other clergymen’s minds, had provided the French with crucial intelligence on 

how to manipulate America in just the right way. Linn, like others discussed before, was 

outraged and disgusted by this treachery from within. 

Still, there was an easy answer to this thorny problem, and Linn had found it. “Did 

unanimity and vigor once appear in our public councils, our enemies would relinquish their 

attempt as idle, or, if they did, would be covered with shame and confusion,” he believed. All 

Americans had to do was cooperate, work together, and the threat of war would pass over, 

according to Linn. Linn thought the spirit of cooperation would be enough to paralyze the 

successful General Napoleon Bonaparte, as “even the unparallel conqueror of Italy would have 
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the laurels snatched from his brow, and be covered with willows.”129 Though Linn does not deny 

the strength nor greatness of Bonaparte or his military reputation, a united America, Linn 

believed, would be capable of defeating him. 

Napoleon remains absent from the vast majority of sermons from the late 1790s that 

discussed the XYZ affair and the Quasi-War. This begs the question: why was Bonaparte 

excepted from ministers’ ire and France was not? I argue that Bonaparte did not enter into New 

England’s thinking so much because he was still a side-note in newspapers of the time, and 

therefore was not a big deal in America.130 Of course, newspapers ran items about the 1796 

Italian Campaign that Napoleon commanded, but he was seen only in this context. It is rare to 

encounter a sermon that discusses the French army’s rapacity and atrocities that said anything 

about Italy—most of the ministers mentioned that Holland and Switzerland were treated terribly 

by the French. For example, the Rev. Joseph McKeen of Beverly, Massachusetts, wrote that if 

the French invaded the United States, it was inevitable that it was going to be a repetition of 

earlier events:  

There is no doubt they will commence their operations here as they 
did in Belgium, Holland, and the Italian republics. They will tell us 
that they come not as enemies, but as friends and allies to deliver 
us from our tyrants; not to make us slaves, but to preserve to us our 
independence. They will promise safety to our persons, and 
protection from our property. Should we be good natured enough 
to believe them, and to allow them to establish themselves, they 
will expect us to indemnify them for their trouble and expense in 
restoring us to our liberty.131 
 

                                                
129 Ibid, 32. 
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May 9, 1798” (Salem, MA: Thomas C. Cushing, 1798), 29. 
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McKeen explained to his congregation the hypocrisy and double-speak of the French, who 

would, he believed, come to America to free the people from their chains, in order to preserve 

American independence. Though McKeen was one of those ministers who discussed the French 

military conquests, he did not spend any amount of time or space discussing what, if any 

indemnities the French army under Bonaparte imposed on the Italian republics. Yet earlier, when 

he spoke about the conquests of Holland and Switzerland, he used exact figures to show how 

much France extracted from those countries. New England’s ministers left out and forgot about 

the French invasion of Italy, though it was among the most ransacked of the areas the French 

invaded.132 If the ministers brought up the subject of Italy, they discussed it only in terms of the 

broken promises the French made towards the Italian peoples rather than as a place of rapine and 

murder.  

 One minister who did delve into the subject of Bonaparte’s Italian campaign was the Rev. 

John Prince, who scathingly criticized both France and Napoleon for their treatment of that 

region. As has been shown earlier, Prince expressed disgust at the forced requisitions that were 

made by the Army of Italy, as well as the fact that the French did not truly honor their promises 

to rid the Italians of their tyrants. Prince wrote, “For the price of toleration for all the thrones 

which remain in the conquered countries must ultimately be paid by the people. Consequently 

the people are not only burden to support their former masters, but to pay for their masters' 

privilege of keeping them in subjection.”133 According to Prince, not only are the Italians not 

free, but they must pay their keepers to remain in this subservient position. Indeed, the Rev. 

Prince was the only one of the sermons found that discussed Napoleon’s role in demanding 
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indemnities for the help of France in freeing the Italians from their chains. Instead, France as a 

whole, rather than Napoleon, was perceived as greedy, or, as the Rev. John Thayer commented, 

France was “all-grasping, (whose never-ceasing cry is, ‘give, give,’),” essentially, as insatiable 

and ever demanding more and more.134 Prince operated as the sole commenter on the French 

conquest of Italy and Bonaparte’s role there. 

The Continental Blockade and the American Response 

In less than a decade after the events of the Quasi-War and the XYZ affair, France was 

almost an entirely different country. Gone was the Directory that refused to see the American 

envoys in 1797. Napoleon began his political career in 1799, ascending with phenomenal speed, 

which culminated in his coronation as the first Emperor of the French in 1804 (though 

Americans rarely used that title, preferring instead to refer to him as the Emperor of France). 

What had not changed was the nearly constant warfare between France and Britain, though the 

combatants had a scant year’s peace in 1802 that allowed both sides to catch their breath. After 

that break, however, fighting resumed between Great Britain and France, with hostilities 

beginning again in May 1803 when Britain declared war against the French. Though the two 

sides did not meet on the battlefield until 1815, it was Napoleon’s belief that Britain was 

financially backing his enemies, who happened to be Great Britain’s allies. To stop this, 

Bonaparte needed either to invade Britain or to shut down Britain’s capacity to make money. The 

first option failed after 1805 when the British destroyed the French navy at the Battle of 

Trafalgar, where the British ended the threat of a French invasion. Napoleon embarked upon the 

second option, and began his plan to economically destroy the British in 1806. Bonaparte 

declared, in two separate decrees, that it was illegal to import any British goods into France or 
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French-allied countries, and that all neutral shipping that used British ports was then seen as 

British, rather than neutral, and subject to seizure. After Napoleon’s first decree, the British 

blockaded all French ports and declared that it was illegal to import French goods into Britain or 

British allied-countries.135  

 This was the situation at the end of 1807 that the United States under President Thomas 

Jefferson, Democratic-Republican, found itself in. Though still nominally neutral, America had 

since made peace with France, and Jefferson himself retained some degree of sentimental 

attachment to France.136 Jefferson even managed to buy Louisiana from Napoleon at a bargain 

price. Yet Americans were bewildered at the economic warfare being waged in Europe. For the 

most part, they were content to stay out of European affairs, as George Washington had 

advocated in 1796 in his Farewell Address. Indeed, as Epaphras W. Bull in his July 4, 1801, 

oration, commented, “Why then should we turmoil and trouble ourselves about those things 

which ought not to concern us? Why hear of so many unhappy disputes? If such a nation has 

gained a victory, to one it is a matter of grief to another of excessive joy.”137 Americans, for the 

most part, turned away from foreign entanglements and minded their own business. 

This state of affairs was not to be in the early 1800s, because the Napoleonic Wars raging on 

throughout Europe constantly threatened to spill over into the rest of the world. With the 
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economic combat waged by the superpowers of the day, it was impossible to remain neutral. 

Even worse for Americans was to accidentally stumble into a minefield that potentially held 

devastating economic consequences for unwitting Americans. Jefferson attempted to fight the 

same sort of paper war that Britain and France were engaged in, and had Congress pass the 

Embargo Act of 1807. The point of this, Jefferson believed, was to cause economic distress in 

both France and Great Britain, and force them both to respect the rights of neutral America and 

their shipping. However, the reality turned out far different than Jefferson had imagined.New 

England’s economy was devastated by the measures decided on by Jefferson and Congress. After 

1807, there was a marked spike in anti-French and anti-Jeffersonian rhetoric in the New England 

area, all of it centered on blaming both Napoleon and Jefferson for ruining the livelihoods of 

people living in northern American states who depended on shipping and trade. A lot of this 

vitriol arose in the pulpits that had castigated France for her barbarity, atheism, and atrocities 

committed during the worst periods of the French Revolution. Now, these clergymen turned their 

focus on to what was currently destroying their parishioners’ lives—the Continental Blockade 

and Jefferson’s response. During this time, ministers displayed profoundly anti-Republican 

sentiment, as they fully believed that Jefferson’s Republican Party was responsible for the 

economic problems in New England.  

This time around, however, in addition to shifting the blame from France in general to 

Napoleon in particular, the language used by these ministers was profoundly millenarian. This 

points to the state of mind of these religious leaders and their congregations.138 For New 

                                                
138 Millenarianism is a large topic, with a varied historiography that covers multiple time periods, 
and even different beliefs within millenarian groups. Millennial theology, a part of a much larger 
Christian eschatology, stems from the idea that the second coming of Jesus Christ and the 
subsequent establishment of the Kingdom of God on earth would transform the world, as told in 
the Bible mainly in the books of Daniel and Revelation. The Kingdom of God is prophesied to 



67 

Englanders, the financial losses they sustained signified to them the end of the world, and the 

person causing all of their woes was Napoleon, who they soon tagged as the antichrist and/or the 

Beast of Armageddon.139 

In Elijah Parish’s “Ruin or Separation from Anti-Christ,” he chronicled the power of the 

modern beast, which he identified as Napoleon.  

We ask all ... whether ye do not know such a power? Do ye not 
daily hear of this power? … Who, where, is the greatest military 
power in the world? Whose name alone is more terrible than 
armies? Whose threats now terrify nations, and appal [sic] the 
hearts of Rulers? Whose word, before his legions appear, drives 
kings from their thrones, their capital, their country? Whose terrific 
voice is heard across the atlantic [sic]? ... As the magicians of 
Egypt covered the land with serpents, and frogs, and plagues; so 
this angel of divine wrath, this sorcerer of the world, covers the 
nations with the shadow of death.140

 

 

Parish believed that everyone knew who antichrist was because it was an unmistakable and 

obvious conclusion for a rational person to make at the beginning of the 19th century: the 

antichrist was, as he said later in his sermon, Napoleon Bonaparte, Emperor of the French. 

Napoleon was known across the Atlantic Ocean in the United States, because he led the most 

powerful army in the world all over Europe to victory, and to Parish it was apparent that 

Napoleon was antichrist. Parish held that the modern antichrist's otherworldly powers, “this 
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sorcerer of the world,” enabled him to destroy anything that stood in his path, whether it be long-

established nations like those in Europe, or even across the ocean to America. This explained 

Napoleon’s military victories and meteoric rise to power: he was supernatural in origin. In 

Parish’s estimation, Napoleon as antichrist/beast possessed superhuman powers that translated 

into military victories.  

Further, Parish claimed, “the history of the world does not present a more astonishing 

example of falsehood, or blood, and barbarism.”141 Parish added, “how literally, how precisely, 

[the French] answer the description of Anti-Christ.”142 In Parish’s eyes, the French possessed no 

civilization recognizable to Americans, and lacked the moral virtue of honesty. This message 

ought to have been clear to the United States because of their history of treacherous dealings 

with the French in the 1790s, but Parish felt it necessary to remind his listeners of what the 

French were capable of. Elijah Parish also noted that:  

Without fleets or seamen, with a single “Imperial decree,” they 
blockade the harbors of the commercial world. ... He [Napoleon] 
has not fleets to compel; but partly by force, partly by imperial 
decrees, and partly by “diplomatic skill,” he “causes” the traffic of 
nations to suffer. The hum of business is silent, commercial fleets 
no longer whiten every sea. Individual cities have, before, lost their 
commerce; the commerce of a nation has been a short time 
suspended; ... but this is in an era in which we hear a voice 
forbidding “all men,” excepting the vassals of the “Beast” “to buy 
or sell.”143  

 

Here again the comparison between Napoleon and the antichristian beast reappears. Parish 

delved into two interconnected issues at stake in early American thought: trade and the antichrist. 

Angered at Napoleon’s proposed intervention into merchant shipping through his decrees, which 
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he only impotently promulgated by paper because he had no extant navy in reality, Parish took 

umbrage at the underhanded nature Napoleon resorted to attempting to defeat the British. To that 

end, Parish noted, that the only ones prospering at this time are the ones who have been 

“marked” by the beast, or, those who had been granted permits from Napoleon could legally 

trade on the Continent. Clearly, those people had sided with the beast, because they carried his 

mark in written form. Parish’s millenarian comments on the beast’s imposition of the mark 

derive directly from the book of Revelation.144 Revelation prophecies that the beast will mark his 

followers on their foreheads; a written mark from Napoleon sounds much better in contrast. 

Further, the “diplomatic skill” that Parish mentioned hearken back to the 1790s ministers’ 

disparaging critiques of the treatment of the American ambassadors to France that caused the 

XYZ affair uproar. Though Bonaparte had nothing to do with that, being French clearly imparted 

to him those terrible diplomatic abilities that ministers in the last decade had so bemoaned. 

Parish decried the effects of the Continental System and the resulting American Embargo 

Act on the United States. “Whose voice overawes our great men and mighty men, spreads 

consternation through the country, closes our harbors, chains our ships to the dry land, bids our 

mariners beg their bread, our fishermen and husbandmen labor in vain?”145 Their sea-based trade 

was in a depression, which caused the goods of fishermen and farmers to go to waste, as they had 

too much surplus to need everything that America’s fertile soil produced. Napoleon intimidated 

American politicians, and this browbeating led to the suffering of workingmen everywhere in 

America, whether they were farmers, merchants, or sailors.  

Yet America persisted in its “plague on both your houses” measures, and New England 

bore the consequences, though there were signs the United States was softening in its stance 
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towards Great Britain. Congress replaced the Embargo Act of 1807 with the 1809 Non-

Intercourse Act, which Napoleon and the French found insulting, according to Peter P. Hill.146 

The British, however, quickly “signed an agreement that appeared to herald an end to Britain’s 

offending orders-in-council.”147 Many ministers thought this was the beginning of a new foreign 

alliance with the British against France, something that the New England clergy found much 

more palatable than the alternative.  

Isaac Braman of Rowley, Massachusetts, in delivering his 1810 discourse entitled, 

“Union with France a Greater Evil than Union with Britain,” argued that it was apparent that “it 

is said, we must combat a foreign enemy.”148 Like all ministers in New England, Braman was 

torn. He believed war was a terrible sin against God, and would kill or maim a great deal of 

people on both sides; however, he knew that “both the leading powers of Europe, it seems, have 

given us some just cause of complaint” and that war was considered necessary to gain Europe’s 

respect for American sovereignty and the rights that go along with it.149 His sermon in April 

1810 focused on the idea that, while he did not advocate a war with either side, nor any alliances 

either, if the United States found itself forced to choose to form an alliance with one side or the 

other, Braman thought it more reasonable for America to select Great Britain. He argued that the 

United States shared many commonalities with Britain—language, culture, ideas—that made it 

the easier and wiser choice. In Braman’s eyes, because of the language barrier on both sides, “we 
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might as well undertake to hold intercourse with the deaf and dumb as with [the French], or they 

with us.”150 This was not the fault of either side for not being conversant in the other’s language, 

but “should an individual address us, we could scarcely determine whether it were in the 

language of affection, or in the tone of anger, threatening to plunge a dagger into our hearts.”151 

Because it was the French they were talking about after all, and it was a common idea that 

France was treacherous and untrustworthy, Braman thought it entirely possible that a French ally 

“might actually do it [stab them] before we were aware, and had made any attempt at defence or 

escape.”152 By 1810, no one in New England wanted Napoleon and France as an ally; indeed, I 

argue that few, if any, in the northern United States wanted to continue the French alliance after 

1793 or even 1795. 

However, Braman felt it part of his duty to continue to elucidate other examples of why 

Napoleon would be the wrong choice for Americans to side with. It was foolish to expect France 

to be a good ally because:  

We could not expect exemption from the common fate of those 
who listening to the siren voice of the charmer, have submitted to 
[France’s] embrace, and put themselves in her power. She is not 
our friend, whatever her professions. She treats us as enemies, 
capturing, burning or sinking our vessels to which come within her 
reach, detaining and confiscating, on any slight pretext, others 
which enter her ports and confining the crews in dreary prisons.153 

 

Braman’s sermon focused on the falseness of Napoleon’s assurance of friendship in his treaty 

alliances, and showed the result of taking him at his word. Napoleon claimed to be the United 

States’ friend, yet his actions belied his words: his privateers captured or burned American 

vessels, and imprisoned American sailors for entering theoretically friendly French ports.  
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 Napoleon was also a noted enemy of republicanism, and sought to wipe it off the map as 

if it were a blemish, Braman explained.154 Instead of democracy and republics, Bonaparte sought 

to revolutionize the entire world, and force America to help him as a French ally.155 Braman 

asked his congregation, “would it not be inconsistent with our high professions of liberty and 

equality, to voluntarily assist in destroying the liberties of others, and subjecting all to the will of 

a despot?”156 Braman did not think that there would be an ethical problem in allying with Great 

Britain, since he did not believe that Britain had designs on world domination or subjugating 

nations to illiberal government the way Napoleon did. Braman argued that Britain was far less 

tyrannical than France had proved itself to be. Clearly, Braman was not of the revolutionary 

generation who ceaselessly complained against the tyranny of the British and King George III, a 

despot of the worst sort, in the rhetoric of American rebels.157 No, according to Braman, France 

was the most awful ally that could be imagined by the human mind.  

 Interestingly, Braman brought up the idea that, allied to France, Napoleon would see fit 

to give America a king. “And it is worthy our recollection, that we now have a young kingling, 

of French Imperial blood, born in our land and nurtured in the heart of our country, with much 

care and expense, by the agents of Napoleon,” Braman explained. He was referring to 

Napoleon’s American nephew, his brother Jérôme’s son with his first wife, Elizabeth Patterson 

Bonaparte, who resided in New Jersey.158 Braman believed it highly possible that Napoleon 
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would try to make Jérôme Napoleon Bonaparte II the king of the United States, though 

Bonaparte himself never met either the child or his mother, so this scenario is rather unlikely. 

Braman’s sermon shows how terrified New Englanders were at the prospect of a potential 

alliance with France over Britain, something they felt was possible with the supposed pro-French 

Republicans in the White House still. Though a scant thirty-five years had elapsed between the 

start of the American Revolution and 1810, Braman and other clergymen found themselves 

siding with Britain in the conflict despite the United States’ history with Britain. Britain proved 

itself willing to sign preliminaries to withdraw legislation that angered the United States and its 

merchants, whereas France had not stopped in its attacks against American commerce after the 

Continental System began in 1806. Britain, almost every clergyman agreed, was “generally 

upright in her national conduct and humane, faithful to her treaties, and disposed to be friendly 

toward those with whom she is connected.”159 Britain would be a good ally; Napoleon would 

make a poor one, in the estimation of many New Englanders in the years leading up to 1812. 

The War of 1812 

 With the beginning of the war in 1812, a marked increase of sermons about the nearness 

of the Second Coming occurred. The ministers of New England continued to harangue their 

parishioners about the bad economic situation many found themselves in nearly five years after 

Jefferson and Congress attempted to show American neutrality to France and Britain. In the 

meantime, New England’s economy was in great distress, and the New Englanders expressed 

anger that the Republican government under President James Madison seemingly did not care 
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about their livelihoods.160 As Kevin H. O’Rourke demonstrates in his article, “War and Welfare: 

Britain, France, and the United States 1807-1814,” the situation in New England was indeed 

dire: imports to the United States dropped by 50% or more, while O’Rourke estimated trade 

losses at 49.4%.161 Even after Congress repealed the Embargo Act, the American (and especially 

the New England) economy, still suffered despite America’s neutral diplomatic status.162 Herbert 

Heaton writes of the great losses incurred by the inability of American merchants to import the 

goods they had already paid for back to the United States; instead of the actual products, the 

merchants “instructed their British agents to buy ‘stocks of the United States,’ Louisiana 6 per 

cents, securities of the liquidating first Bank of the United States, or any other kind of American 

bond that could be bought in London or Amsterdam. Some asked for bills or drafts, even though 

the price was high and the loss great.”163 Heaton shows that Americans were so eager to get 

anything for their products that they were willing to take depreciating bonds and stocks to recoup 

their losses. 

 Francis Brown, a Congregationalist minister from North Yarmouth, Massachusetts, 

believed that current world events proved that the Second Coming was near. He gave as 

examples to prove his point both the American and French Revolutions, the Napoleonic Empire 

and its military successes in Europe, the revolutions occurring in Latin America, and that all of 
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these disturbances have thrown the “civilized nations” of the world into war.164 All of these 

things meant the end had to be nigh. Further, Brown wrote about the beast of the Apocalypse, 

and the part it would play in the Second Coming. Specifically, Brown and others like him 

believed that the beast was a person or persons who led unsuspecting people to fight against 

Christ. “And have you not anticipated me … in the opinion I am now about to express, that this 

revived Roman beast is none other than the French nation with its dependencies and subject 

states, under the sway of the present imperial family of Bonaparte?”165 Brown reasoned that the 

beast described throughout Revelation was France and Napoleon, based on many examples he 

gave earlier in the sermon. The beast’s role in the millennium is to secure support for Satan in his 

war against Heaven, according to the book of Revelation in the Bible. For Napoleon to be 

recognized and viewed as the beast, an ally of Satan, by Americans points to a deeply held belief 

that Napoleon was fundamentally evil in some way. It was in this climate of marked 

Francophobic hostility that the War of 1812 began, though it was not immediately clear whom 

America would fight against or if the United States would have any allies.  

In the lead-up to a declaration of war against either France or Britain or both, clergymen 

began discussing the options that America had available. By 1812, neither Napoleon nor France 

had much real support in the United States, though Federalists claimed repeatedly that James 

Madison and the Republican Party he represented were of the “French party.”166 By this 
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appearance of siding with the French, who were still waging an economic war against the British 

through Napoleon’s Continental System, Madison and his cronies were essentially saying to 

New England that their concerns did not matter to the ruling party of the day.  

For the Boston-based Rev. William Ellery Channing, there was no other possibility for 

America but to be strangled by France, should the two become allies against Britain.167 The 

Unitarian Channing believed this to be the case because of French attacks on American 

commercial trade in the Atlantic, which he thought had killed New England’s economic life. 

Watching the livelihoods of their parishioners vanish before their eyes had a galvanizing effect 

on the strength of ministers’ anti-Napoleon arguments, and their anti-Republican-couched 

attacks. Channing believed that there was a dark, evil presence lurking in Europe where it had 

become extremely powerful, and that:  

All this immense power is now centered in one hand, wielded by 
one mind, a mind formed in scenes of revolution and blood, a mind 
most vigorous and capacious, but whose capacity is filled with 
plans of dominion and devastation. It has not one room for thought 
of mercy. The personal character of Napoleon is sufficient to 
inspire the gloomiest forebodings.168 
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What Channing worried about was the fact that he saw Americans growing complacent in their 

new country, buffered by the Atlantic Ocean, which protected them from the war in Europe and 

allowed them the luxury of falling under the sway of Napoleon’s personal charm. These were all 

attributes that were not favorable to an alliance, and the Republicans clearly did not see these 

things. However, Channing dismissed such a thing as an alliance, and argued hard against a 

potential expansion of the French connection.  

Will it be said, he wants not to conquer us, but only wishes us to be 
his allies? Allies of France! Is there a man who does not shudder at 
the thought! Is there one who had not rather struggle nobly, and 
perish under her open enmity, than be crushed by the embrace of 
her friendship, her alliance. ... Are you lovers of treachery, 
perfidy, rapacity, and massacre? then aspire to the honour which 
Spain has forfeited, and become the ally of France.169  

 

Channing sarcastically dismissed the way France treated allies in a reference to the way that 

Napoleon had treated the Spanish Bourbons. Napoleon tricked the King of Spain, Carlos IV, and 

his son, Ferdinand VII, into abdicating in favor of Napoleon’s own brother, Joseph Bonaparte, 

and subsequently imprisoned the entire Spanish royal family in a French château.170 Meanwhile, 

in Spain, a guerrilla war began against Napoleon in favor of Ferdinand, leading Napoleon to 

commit thousands of French troops in Spain to attempt to quash the rebellion, which he never 

accomplished.171 France had a history of treachery, and Channing urged his audience to heed his 

warnings against allying America to Napoleon.172  

A common trope among ministers around 1812 was that Americans were destined to 

share in France’s punishments if an alliance continued between the two countries. Isaac Braman 

wrote on the idea of America allying itself alongside France and Napoleon, and claimed, “is 
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there not reason to fear that God would be angry, that he would cast us away from his presence, 

and devote us to destruction?”173 Braman believed that if the United States and France became 

political and military allies against the British, France’s sins against God became tied to America 

as well, and that the doom held in store for the French would fall upon American heads. 

Channing argued in a discourse that, “France is drinking even to the dregs that cup of sorrow” 

and that “[France] is most degraded in her moral and religious condition.”174 France was a 

cursed nation, New Englanders thought, and by positing the idea of an alliance with France, the 

United States had to also be prepared to take a share of France’s divine punishment.  

 The Rev. Thomas Andros of Berkley, Massachusetts, discussed how America needed to 

steer as far from Napoleon as possible. In no uncertain terms, Andros described the French 

emperor as perhaps the worst person then living in the world:  

This absolutely lawless and atheistic king, is the tyrant Napoleon. 
As the rival of Satan in guile and wickedness, and he sets himself 
up as the god of this world, hurling damnation on every one he 
deems his foe. He pours equal contempt upon the laws of Heaven, 
and the laws of men. His minions confess him to be the hero who 
hath his eye both upon the old and the new world; to gratify his 
insatiable avarice and ambition, he aims at nothing less than 
universal empire.175 
 

Andros believed Napoleon’s end-goal was the conquest of the entire world and the establishment 

of a universal empire. This was not a new idea; before Bonaparte had even come to power, 

ministers accused the French of having such ambitions as a universal revolutionary empire bent 

on overtaking everything in its path.  
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Instead of a French alliance, however, America spurned Napoleon’s lukewarm 

professions of solicitude, and declared war on Great Britain in 1812, after negotiations broke 

down between the two. Thomas Andros argued that the American public did not believe that the 

country was headed for war at all.176 He also stated his belief that “it is in a peculiar manner a 

spirit of wickedness in high places, or in the hearts of governors and rulers of nations, seducing 

them to sport with the interests, lives, and happiness of their subjects, and rashly and wickedly to 

plunge them into war.”177 Though, Andros admitted, “at this moment, what ship of all the nations 

of the earth can venture out of port, without being liable to be captured and plundered, and those 

who sail in her murdered or made prisoners or slaves,” he did not use this reason as a 

justification for war, and still preferred to think of James Madison as having led Congress to 

declare war for mere sport and out of a wanton wickedness.  

Samuel Austin of Worcester, Massachusetts, returned to the old theme of disunity within 

New England after the declaration of the War of 1812, because of party factionalism. Austin 

wrote:  

We're divided under the influence of men, some of them are to be 
found, no doubt, on both sides, were influenced by ambition and 

will; who are for accomplishing, at all events; their party designs, 
and who lose sight, entirely, of the real good of their country, and 
the licentiousness of principle and the heat of passion; some of 
whom, in all probability, there are strong indications of it, are the 
willing tools of foreign despotism, and corrupted by foreign 
gold.178  
 

Austin claimed that the true cause of the war was that there was a group of men in power who 

had been corrupted and thus, forgot their duty to their fellow Americans. Austin decried the 

ambition that existed within these political men, and for that ambition, they were willing to send 
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America to war, despite the devastating consequences of a war. This was all because of party 

factionalism, Austin believed. It was true that Britain had despoiled the commerce of the United 

States, but was that a reason for war with the country that many Americans were descended 

from?179 Many New Englanders would have disagreed with Austin, but not the New England 

clergy, who to a man argued against a war in the first place. All of these ministers discussed the 

horrors of war, trying to frighten their congregations into changing their pro-war opinions, but to 

no effect. 

Conclusion 

The War of 1812 was essentially the light at the end of the tunnel for New England’s 

economy, though they did not see it that way in 1812. The war brought America into direct 

conflict with Great Britain for the second time in less than forty years. Unlike the earlier 

Revolutionary War, there was no clear-cut winner or loser: it was essentially a stalemate. In the 

midst of all the chaos war brings, almost without the United States noticing, Napoleon abdicated 

his title of Emperor of the French, and was exiled.  

One person who did notice was William Ellery Channing. In a celebratory sermon of 

1814, Channing announced, “Every where commerce, the golden chain of nations, the spring of 

the enlarged philanthropy, the dispenser of art, science, and improvement, was discouraged by 

bloody edicts.”180 Though this sermon was given after Napoleon’s first abdication in 1814, 

Channing did not downplay the importance of trade to the lives of most New Englanders. 

Though the War of 1812 was still ongoing, this did not feature in much of Channing’s sermon. 

Rather, he talked about commerce and the devastating effect Napoleon had had upon America’s 
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through war and human suffering. Trade was at the heart of New England’s economy, and the 

last six years had strained merchants and others whose livelihoods relied upon the sea to transact 

their business. With Napoleon gone, things had to get better from that point on.  

The War of 1812 was the last in a string of economic measures the United States 

undertook to prove and support its sovereignty in the world of great superpowers like Great 

Britain and France. Before this, America resorted to commercial warfare with the passage of the 

Embargo Act and then the Non-Importation Act, soon to be followed by the Non-Intercourse Act 

when the first two did not have the desired effect. Even before this, however, New England’s 

business interests had suffered at the hands of the French and the British during the 1790s, which 

led to the XYZ affair and then the Quasi-War with France, an undeclared but still very real 

economic war between America and revolutionary France. 

The Reverend Diodate Brockway discussed Napoleon at length before the Connecticut 

General Assembly in 1815 after his return to France from exile. In his address, Brockway 

compared Napoleon to both Caesar and the biblical Nebuchadnezzar, remarking on his overt 

militarism that devastated Europe and its people. Yet Brockway claimed that Napoleon 

accomplished all and destroyed everything in his path because God made him do so. In effect, 

Brockway believed that Napoleon was an unknowing antichrist. “In tracing the progress of 

[Napoleon’s] arms, a progress every where marked with blood and carnage, … we discover the 

footsteps of a mysterious and righteous Providence. The wars in which he was so successfully 

engaged, were the Lord’s, in which he was pouring out the vials of his wrath upon those nations 

which had received the mark of the Beast…”181 Napoleon was merely God’s judgment upon the 
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world, though Napoleon himself had no direct knowledge of this fact. Brockway supposed that 

though Napoleon’s wars were incredibly bloody and “increased human misery” more than any 

one person had ever done in the history of the world, those things had not been Napoleon’s 

intentions at all. Rather, he was “executing upon guilty nations the just and long threatened 

judgments of God.”182 Though Brockway gave this interesting and unusual explanation for 

Napoleon’s wake of devastation, it did not stop Brockway from later condemning Bonaparte as 

“the late triumphant tyrant of France” and “the oppressor of Europe.”183 Brockway concluded his 

remarks by moralizing Napoleon’s story, pointing out that, “it teaches us that men are but 

instruments in [God’s] hands, and that he directs all their purposes and efforts, to the unfolding 

of his councils, the display of his character, and the accomplishment of his will.”184 It is with 

Brockway’s comments about Napoleon that this chapter concludes.  

Brockway’s opinion was that Napoleon was an instrument of God. Yet many Americans 

wondered, why did New England’s economy have to suffer so greatly in the 1790s and through 

the first decade of the nineteenth century? It was a matter of politics, at least in the pulpits of 

New England and Mid-Atlantic. The Federalists, centered mainly in the New England states, 

controlled the presidency until 1800, when the Republicans gained the executive chair and did 

not relinquish it throughout the period in question. It was partially a matter of poor luck on the 

part of Federalist John Adams to have to deal with commercial problems during his one term in 

office, but that the perception in New England was that the Republicans Thomas Jefferson and 

James Madison did not care or particularly understand the importance of trade and foreign 

commerce to the New England states, according to the clergymen in their sermons, orations, and 
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discourses. It was imputed in not so many words that the Republicans were Francophiles, bent on 

hurting New England’s trade at all costs if that was what France and Napoleon wanted. Some of 

the ministers even went so far as to say that Great Britain was not as bad as Napoleon and 

France, and that the British king was not as powerful as people thought, and he certainly was not 

a tyrant in the Napoleonic sense of the word, whatever the American revolutionaries may have 

thought in 1776. Party politics was at the center of this struggle, however. Americans were 

learning how to deal with a two-party system, after all, and though there were attempts at 

repression in the 1790s, this forced many Federalists to fear their enemies would attempt 

reprisals along the same lines. Therefore, ministers directed their fury not so much at the 

Republicans in charge, but at the much more distant Napoleon, whom the clergy became fond of 

naming the beast and the antichrist. They could not in good faith use these same slurs against the 

Republicans, but Napoleon had no real power in America, no matter what clergymen said, and so 

Bonaparte was fair game.  

 Why were New England and Mid-Atlantic ministers so virulent in their hatred towards 

Napoleon and France? This was due in part because of the strength of traditional Protestant 

antipathy towards Catholicism. This took the form of diatribes against the papal beast and the 

antichristian Bonaparte. The extreme verbiage found in many of these clergymen’s sermons 

stemmed also from their inability to seriously challenge the Republican Party for political control 

in the United States after the 1800 election that saw the Federalists’ power fade away to almost 

nonexistence by the 1810s. By attacking France and Napoleon —whom the Federalists claimed 

the Republicans supported and propped up—Federalist-leaning ministers rebelled against the 

powerful Republican faction in sermons and discourses that painted the Jeffersonian and 

Madisonian Republicans in the most unflattering light. These clergymen saw their pulpits as the 
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only way to fight back against the unholy forces massed against the God-fearing, righteous 

Federalists living in the northern parts of the United States.  

In these ministers’ sermons, there was a wide spectrum of belief and opinion, ranging 

from mild-tempered language to fiery, damning millennialism. They even encompassed 

differences in religious denominations, representing not only many variant strands of 

Protestantism but Catholicism as well. This multiplicity of viewpoints from throughout the 

whole of the New England and Mid-Atlantic regions shows a surprisingly homogenous train of 

thought. It was agreed upon by these clergymen that France and Napoleon posed a grave threat 

to America—the only differences that arose amongst ministers was if this was a political or 

ideological danger. Those that believed the French posed a political risk to the United States 

feared undue French influence upon Republican governments after 1800 as well as the 

increasingly remote and unlikely possibility of an invasion of America by Napoleon and the 

Grande Armée. Ministers who thought that France and Bonaparte presented ideological hazards 

to America felt that these issues stemmed from a variety of places, specifically problematic ideas 

still lingering in Europe from the French Revolution, the return of Catholicism to France after 

1801 (and thus, the antichristian Pope and his league of henchmen), as well as Napoleon’s 

problematic rise to power. Clergymen feared that Bonaparte’s 1799 coup d’état possessed the 

potential to inspire similar attempts in America, and that thought was enough to damn Napoleon 

in their eyes. Napoleon’s mixed record on republicanism caused much consternation with 

American ministers, which is the subject of the following chapter.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

“HE WAS NO WASHINGTON:” AMERICAN REPUBLICAN 

UNDERSTANDINGS OF BONAPARTE IN THE WAKE OF GEORGE 

WASHINGTON 
 

 “‘Example sways more than precept.’ People are extremely prone to imitate their rulers, 

especially in infidelity, and licentiousness.”185 The Reverend Benjamin Bell reminded his 

congregation in a sermon about the differences between the current times and those earlier in 

America, which Bell believed had been much better and more moral. Consequently, people like 

Bell placed a high emphasis on American leaders being good republicans who quietly led by 

example and expected citizens to follow.  

For New Englanders, Napoleon Bonaparte was a way of perceiving the flaws within the 

republican model. By examining Napoleon’s actions, Americans learned what a failed republican 

looked like and how to tell. Conversely, by reading about George Washington’s life and deeds, 

New Englanders faced the epitome of American republicanism, whose model they sought to 

emulate as opposed to the licentiousness and infidelity that Bonaparte’s example represented. 

This chapter argues that the New England and Mid-Atlantic views and interpretations of 

republicanism framed their conception of Napoleon as a “bad republican” while elevating 

George Washington to the highest heights imaginable because of his embracement of American 

virtues of a good republican. Further, because of some Americans’ [read: the Democratic-

Republicans] perceived admiration of both Bonaparte and the French Revolution, New England 

Federalists feared the contagion they believed Napoleon and the French possessed that would 

infect and destroy the incredibly vulnerable United States like a deadly disease if allowed to 
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spread. The fears stemmed from the dangerous political and religious views the French possessed 

that contrasted much too deeply with those of Americans. Consequently, New Englanders argued 

for spurning Napoleon and France to save the United States from a possibly terminal disease. I 

posit that American constructs of classical republicanism lay at the heart of this belief, as well as 

a keen mistrust of human beings as a whole.  

What is a Republican? 

In an enlightening article, Stephen Ross argues that there was no one republican 

ideology, but rather a “malleable series of beliefs and ideas.” Continuing on, Ross observes that, 

“Over the course of time, republicanism was interpreted, refashioned, and used by different 

classes and groups in different ways.”186  For the purposes of this project, my definition is as 

follows: republicanism embraced the disinterested nature of man in public society (such as 

politics), in that he must be interested only in serving his country as a way of developing or 

proving his masculinity, which was another key part of republican ideology; the militarism of 

civil society; and the importance of civic virtue and morality of each person in society. Another 

crucial piece of republicanism to me is the importance placed upon religion by Americans, and 

the belief that, without religion, it was impossible to be truly moral and virtuous.187  Therefore, 
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the ideal American republican was a man who had served in the army, was political only because 

he wanted to help his country, and placed the highest standards of civic and personal virtue. As a 

consequence of these deeply held beliefs throughout the United States, Napoleon came to be 

judged by American standards of what a good republican ought to do and say, and above all else, 

was held to the same almost impossible standard as George Washington, the apex of American 

republicanism.  

Abraham Bishop, in an oration given in Wallingford, Connecticut, spoke about what he 

believed made a good republican. Bishop understood republicanism as:  

Republicans demand equal benefits for equal services. … 
Republicanism gives aid to religion, morals, economy and peace, 
encourages agriculture, manufactures and industry, and explodes 
all their opposites. It presents a society full of blessings, the whole 
community one privileged order, the laborer worthy of his hire and 
offers equal benefits to all, who have virtue and fortitude to 
support it. This is the form of government, for the support of which 
you once pledged your lives, your fortunes and your sacred 
honor.188 
 

For Bishop, the main principle behind American republicanism was equality, especially when it 

came to labor and laborers. He believed that republicanism should support and buttress religion, 

encourage good morals within the citizenry, give the country peace from war and strife, and 
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improve the economy. He argued that these things were what Americans fought for during the 

Revolutionary War and shaped the creation of the United States’ government. The key points of 

Bishop’s conception of republicanism were equality, morality, and virtue.  

 In contrast to this, Bishop stated what an American republican was not. According to 

Bishop, “the man, who loves his country only in proportion to the injustice, which that country 

will be allowed to others for his benefit, is no republican. He, who calculates that all his own 

passions are to be gratified, and that those of all his neighbors are to be mortified, is no 

republican.” For Bishop, republicanism was grounded in selflessness of the individual for the 

greater good of America. The good republican was, above all else, patriotic towards his country 

because that was in the best interest of the country. The individual citizen’s personal interests 

should be subsumed and sacrificed to those of the community as a whole. Bishop continued, 

“He, who considers the rank of a free citizen, and the security of his personal labor from pillage 

as nothing, is no republican.”189 A person who did not value freedom from tyranny and the safety 

guaranteed to his property and labor did not deserve to be called a republican in Bishop’s 

opinion. By outlining what republicanism was and was not, Bishop gave a full definition as far as 

he was concerned as to what made up a good or true republican. 

Crucial to understanding how Americans at first perceived Napoleon is the concept of 

republicanism in the late eighteenth century. As republicanism has a huge historiography 

surrounding it, some highlights of the concept will have to suffice as a primer for the basic idea 

that Americans operated with. McCoy says in The Elusive Republic that republicanism refers to a 

“peculiarly eighteenth-century political culture in which the idea of republican government was 

part of a much larger configuration of beliefs about human behavior and the social process.” It 
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was “an ideology in flux, caught precariously between traditional concerns anchored in classical 

antiquity and the new and unstable conditions of an expansive commercial society.”190 Lance 

Banning describes classical republicanism as “a mode of thinking about citizenship and the 

polity that may be traced from Aristotle through Machiavelli and Harrington to eighteenth-

century Britain and her colonies.”191 

  The concept of virtue was a central underpinning of republicanism. As Thomas Pangle 

writes in his The Spirit of Modern Republicanism:  

The lynchpin in this … grand “republican synthesis” of eighteenth-
century American political thought is said to be the concept of 
virtue, understood as the notion that “furthering the public good-- 
the exclusive purpose of republican government-- required the 
constant sacrifice of individual interests to the greater needs of the 
whole, the people conceived as a homogenous body.”192 
 

By this, Pangle means that eighteenth century thinkers were concerned with the idea of a 

political leader sacrificing his interests in favor of those of the people, which was considered 

virtuous and proper behavior. If looked at within the framework of Pangle’s explanation, 

Bishop’s understanding of republicanism makes sense. Bishop argued that a good republican 

wanted only “the public good” at the expense of the individual’s own interests. If an individual 

could embrace the ideal of country first, himself second, he stood a good chance of being 

considered a good republican. This is why Americans later sanctified and deified Washington, 

because they perceived his life as one that was lived purely for the public’s benefit as opposed to 

his own.  

                                                
190 Drew McCoy, The Elusive Republic: Political Economy in Jeffersonian America. New York: 
Norton, 1980; 8, 48. 
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American Republic.” William and Mary Quarterly: 43 no. 1 (1986):  11. 
192 Thomas Pangle, The Spirit of Modern Republicanism: The Moral Vision of the American 

Founders and the Philosophy of Locke (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 28.  
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 Another example of contemporary American ideas about republicanism belonged to 

William Cunningham. He proclaimed that religion and morality were central to political 

prosperity; without these supports, the entire political edifice would topple down.193 A central 

point of republicanism was the importance placed upon morality and virtue. According to 

historian Philip Gould, “the virtue central to republican theory derived from the classical 

conception of ... virtue: courage, vigor, austerity, and disinterested devotion to the public 

good.”194 Eighteenth century thinkers believed in the power of virtue to keep the republic pure: 

history, to them, showed many examples of republics crumbling because of inevitable 

“effeminacy” and “corruption.”  To be republican, one must be virtuous, with a selfless concern 

for America, and with no sign of vice. Overt greed and ambition for political power were the 

main things to be on the lookout for, and, should these be spotted, would be dangerous warning 

signals of a bad republican.195 Almost ironically, in their insistence upon “disinterested devotion” 

to the republic, thinkers placed great significance upon the self-interest of man to keep the 

republic from spiraling downward.196  

Many historians argue for the fear of corruption to be a key underpinning of the concept 

of republicanism. Corruption to Americans in the Early Republic could mean political 

corruption, or religious corruption that contaminated the body politic of the country.197 Religious 

corruption was to be feared because of the central place of religion in Americans’ minds—a taint 
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of any sort could spell disaster for the community as a whole.198 As Dr. Benjamin Rush noted, 

“the only foundation for a useful education in a republic is to be laid in religion. Without this, 

there can be no virtue, and without virtue there can be no liberty.”199 Americans believed religion 

to be a cornerstone of republicanism, because without religion morality, both public and private, 

was bound to disintegrate.  

Washington as the Ideal Republican Man 

        Who could embody all of these virtues? Who could be a good patriot, virtuous, moral, 

manly, religious, and self-sacrificing? Was it even possible? The classic example of civic virtue 

was best expressed in the late eighteenth century by America’s preeminent founding father, 

General George Washington. After the end of the American War of Independence, Washington 

relinquished his control of the army despite public outcries for him to stay in power. Historian 

Gary Willis tells the story of the historical Roman Cincinnatus as a parallel to the modern 

Cincinnatus of Washington. Cincinnatus was a farmer who was called to serve in the army to 

rescue Rome during a crisis, much like Washington was before the Revolutionary War. As Wills 

writes that Washington’s life echoed that of Cincinnatus, because like Cincinnatus, Washington 

returned to his “plow” at Mount Vernon after the troubles were at an end.200 Washington later 

returned to power after the creation of the presidency, unanimously elected because of his 

virtuous conduct and his willing relinquishment of political power. Wills adds that,  

[Washington] was helped by the ideology of classical 
republicanism which he came …to embody. That ideology retained 
a vision of emergency powers given to some worthy man, who 

                                                
198 I alluded to this in the previous chapter on religion.  
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proves his worthiness by refusing to exercise the powers beyond 
that emergency’s demands. ... Where other nations give emergency 
powers to the government itself, stretching the letter of the law or 
breaking down its barriers, the Romans’ declaration of a limitable 
time of peril kept response to it a matter of legal extra-legality.201 
 

This act of giving emergency powers to a single man led to the establishment in ancient times of 

a dictatorship-- Julius Caesar and Cincinnatus both held this office. The legend of Cincinnatus 

and Washington’s precedent were held up for the world to see what republican virtue was 

supposed to look like. The ideal republican was more than willing to sacrifice power for the sake 

of his country. Washington’s moral example created incredulity in observers in both America 

and abroad that a man was capable (and above all, willing) to decline great power.  

 Americans’ oratory and writings about Washington spoke to not only their great 

admiration for him, but also the need for ordinary Americans to emulate his character, actions, 

and life. As Epaphras Bull commented in his Fourth of July oration: 

Were more reasons necessary to convince you of the danger of 
these feelings, I would tell you a Washington, that model of 
imitation and perfection, … Washington with his departing (8) 
words, in the sincerity of the most exalted patriotism, has warned 
us to avoid these kind of attachments, has told us of their 
pernicious tendency, and conjured us by every thing that is dear to 
man to shun, as the besom of destruction, those extremes of folly, 
of more than human madness. They are the words of truth, they 
come from a source of uncontaminated purity.202 
 

Bull believed that Washington was uncontaminated, pure, and as perfect a being that ever existed 

within America. Consequently, in Bull’s estimation, there could be no better model of behavior 

to copy than that of George Washington. Most Americans shared Bull’s belief in the goodness of 
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Washington’s example. Not only was he pure and untainted, honest and truthful, Washington 

also was the epitome of patriotic virtue in the eyes of Bull and many of his fellow Americans. 

His love for his country was felt even after his death, as Bull remarked that Americans would cry 

over Washington long afterwards.203  

The disbelief Americans had in Washington’s ability to turn down a third term stemmed 

in large part from how human nature was understood in the eighteenth century. Paul Longmore’s 

The Invention of George Washington discusses the eighteenth century’s conception of human 

nature as being almost completely irrational, even when humans believed they were guided by 

reason.204 In large part, Longmore explains that thinkers in the eighteenth century feared the 

destructive potential of men who acted out of “untrammeled egotism and ambition, and the 

related fear of the insatiable appetite of men for political power.”205 These ideas explain why 

Americans expressed so much love for Washington: his actions clearly put him above other men 

because he mastered his natural human desires for power and declined to accept what was 

offered to him. Only a man as great and good as Washington was capable of doing this. Because 

of this, among other things, he was essentially elevated above the status of normal humans to that 

of a demigod or at the very least, a patriarchal figure as the “Father of His Country.”  

Washington was not only revered for his patriotism, virtue, and military prowess, but 

because Americans believed he was sent to them by God during their time of troubles. Clearly, 

this meant that Washington was more than just an ordinary man.  

To the Israelites … it was promised, that when they should "cry 
unto the Lord because of their oppressors, he would send them a 
savior, and a great one, who should deliver them." This ancient 
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promise to Israel has been one signally verified to the people of 
this country. When, in our conflict for liberty and independence, 
we "cried to the Lord because of our oppressors," and humbly 
sought his aid, he, "sent us a savior, and a great one," the ever to be 
venerated Washington.206 
 

That Americans held Washington the equal of major figures of Christianity like Jesus Christ and 

Moses speaks to their high regard for the first president. Washington, many believed, had been 

chosen by God to deliver them from the tyrannies of the British in the same manner that Moses 

saved the Israelites from the Egyptians and Jesus delivered the Jews from the Romans. In this 

way, he represented the ideal republican—more so because he was the chosen leader of the 

chosen people of God. 

 Though not all people revered Washington to the same degree as Stephen Bemis or 

Benjamin Bell, the chorus of Washington’s admirers far outweighed the negative voices. Among 

the people against Washington in the 1790s was the English writer Thomas Paine. Paine became 

much celebrated in the American colonies just prior to the American Revolution because of his 

pamphlet, Common Sense, which argued for the colonists to separate from the British throne. 

Paine believed that Washington and the American Federalists conspired with the French 

revolutionary Maximilien Robespierre to imprison Paine during the Reign of Terror. Paine’s 

scathing letter in 1796 on the topic to Washington and his book, The Age of Reason, was not only 

made available to the American people, but was also published in various forms in newspapers 
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throughout New England and the Mid-Atlantic. Most notably of these papers to publish Paine’s 

writings after his attack on Washington was the Connecticut Centinel, a primarily Federalist 

leaning paper, which also had a small contingent of Republican-leaning readers.207 Paine’s 

critique of Washington was very outspoken and rather unusual in both tone and topic, and led to 

a general decline in pro-Paine feeling in America. 

Civic Militarism and Civic Virtue 

        An ingrained militarism was deeply intertwined with the concept of republicanism. In the 

story of Cincinnatus, Rome called upon him when the city was imperiled during wartime and 

almost certain invasion. Militarism, and consequently manliness, went hand in hand with each 

other in the republican mind. Civic virtue was also connected to this, which asks for a sacrifice 

from citizens. In the eighteenth century, the sacrifice demanded that men serve their community 

in the militias that were being formed to protect the new United States should the need arise.208 

In serving in the armed forces, men provided real proof of their commitment to civil society by 

risking their lives in defense of their beliefs; it also serves as a visible proof of their courage, 

valor, and bravery-- all highly desirable traits in a republican male. This sacrifice can also be 

                                                
207 Among these readers was one who wrote in to the Centinel’s editor and who claimed to still 
be “A Tru Painonean & Geffursonean.” The Connecticut Centinel (Norwich, CT), 21 December 
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Washington and pro-Federalist in nature, and so it is interesting that Goodwin saw fit to both 
print Paine’s diatribe but also Tru Painonean’s letter that critiqued the paper’s bias against 
Republicans. As the spelling and grammar of Tru Painonean’s letter were left intact by the 
newspaper, I have a suspicion that Goodwin wanted to mock Republicans for their ignorance and 
general lack of understanding, but it is only a theory. 
208 The Militia Acts of 1792 set down the requirements for who was to serve in militias, the 
length of service required, and when militias would be needed. The Militia Acts of 1792, 2nd 
Cong., 1st sess., chapter XXVIII (2 and 8 May 1792). These second of these acts was not 
approved until the end of 1795, but the first was used to put together a military force to combat 
the Whiskey Rebellion. 
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seen in the creation of the French revolutionary armies, which were composed of volunteers 

found throughout France who wanted to defend their country against invading forces and out of 

love and belief in revolutionary principles. 

However, as Pangle writes in his book, “if American ‘manliness’ is tied to vigilant public 

interest by way of vigilant private interest, then that manliness cannot be expected to sustain a 

country in which citizens are frequently called upon to sacrifice themselves for the public 

good.”209 Though the armed forces taught men key lessons such as courage (especially under 

fire), the importance of discipline (meaning self-discipline), and solidarity (important for living 

in a civil society), it was hoped that there would be less and less armed conflict over time, and 

that another way of participating in society actively would develop as a result of the lessening of 

armed conflict. 

Americans placed a great deal of emphasis on civic militarism as a part of republicanism 

and they glorified accounts they found of it. In the Brookfield Adverticer of Worcester, 

Massachusetts, the publisher focuses on the specific identifiers of the republican soldier. In an 

article of an account from the Directory to its armies, “Brave warriors, you have afforded the 

example of a disinterestedness which cannot exist unless among Republicans. Oftentimes, in the 

midst of the greatest scarcity of provisions ... you have displayed that heroical patience, which, 

joined to your imperious valour, so eminently distinguishes you.”210 From the very beginning of 

the coverage of Napoleon’s army in Italy, American newspapers honed in on the mark of the 

republican. American republicanism focused on the individual and his personality traits; namely, 

vigor, courage, and patience, and above all, a disinterestedness that allowed the citizen-soldier to 
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place the state above himself for the common good. The French honored Bonaparte as a 

republican who daily delivered proofs of patience, valor, and disinterestedness—exactly what 

Americans looked for in virtuous republicans. “Receive, General, the tribute of national 

gratitude-- merit it more and more-- ... that the defenders of liberty, will triumph over the 

powerless efforts of the enemies of the Republic.”211 Napoleon’s fame quickly spread after this 

first part of the campaign, mostly due to newspapers reprinting such things as, “the campaign in 

Italy is scarcely commenced when it is almost finished. Never was victory more brilliant.”212 A 

Connecticut paper reprinted a note from a London newspaper complaining that, “the daily 

publication of a newspaper is not equal to the task of recording the rapidity of the French 

conquests. We scarcely put forth our Journal, containing the account of some General routed or 

kingdom overthrown, but we are overtaken by some new victory, more astonishing and more 

splendid than its predecessors!”213 Napoleon did have at least one good republican tendency that 

observers immediately noted—his military prowess. This slight virtue was not enough to balance 

the bad in New England minds later on in the 1800s, but at the beginning of his public career in 

the late 1790s, he was hailed for his civic militarism throughout New England and the Mid-

Atlantic.  

This militarism was exerted in his early military career that Americans followed eagerly, 

because in 1796 and 1797, Bonaparte seemed to them an ideal republican. He appeared to be 
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interested in promoting republican values in places where they had not existed before, seemingly 

virtuous, interested in furthering the spread of equality, seemingly austere, and above all, within 

his civic militarism, it was evident that Napoleon was personally courageous and willing to 

sacrifice himself for his country’s best interests. In short, he seemed like the real deal. Printers 

throughout the New England and Mid-Atlantic regions copied from English papers that cited 

Bonaparte’s personal courage, such as the Time Piece and Literary Companion of New York 

City or the Newport Herald of Newport, Rhode Island, among many others.
214 Indeed, 

newspapers throughout America filled their pages with accounts of the Italian campaign in detail, 

with many of these stories citing Bonaparte’s own letters to the Directory.215 

Though Americans were no less fascinated by or excited about Napoleon personally, 

American sympathy for the French republican cause waned after 1798, as has been seen earlier 

in this work. In some places, hostility towards the French corruption of the principles of 

American republicanism bubbled to the surface. The Farmer’s Weekly Museum newspaper of 

Walpole, New Hampshire, wrote in the winter of 1797:  

Americans have been proud to see France republicanised [sic]. It 
was our mistake, but it was so natural to exult in the idea that the 
French, our proselytes, would display the recent splendour of our 
triumph to another hemisphere. Here our self love deceived us. 
They have copied to disgrace us, they have assumed our principles 
and pushed them to an excess, in which they were no longer 
principles. The men of sense and virtue look upon then no longer 
with complacency, as formerly, but horrour.216 
 

The publisher of the Farmer’s Weekly Museum, David Carlisle, wrote many negative things 
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about both France, and the Revolution as well. Carlisle mentions that Americans felt duped by 

France and their protestations of republicanism. However, Carlisle points out that Americans 

deceived themselves about French intentions through Americans’ “self love” of their own 

invention. Americans, like Carlisle, felt a strong sense of betrayal regarding the “failed” French 

republican experiment. The French had taken a great idea and corrupted it; in their corruption of 

republicanism, which Carlisle saw as purposeful, the French made a mockery of both 

republicanism and those who operated it successfully. Carlisle was not done with his editorial, 

however, going on to say that:  

The French employ words of imposture, that are more than 
cabalistick [sic], for victory has attended them, and these 
magicians seem to have the power of working miracles. ... It is 
possible the combined fanaticism of the soldiers and political 
sectarians may make the French ... irresistible. A new made 
republick [sic] in Italy pays a million a month to the French 
treasury. ... This is good encouragement to plant republicks, and 
will invite Buonaparte to revolutionize Germany and Austria.217  
 

Carlisle’s vitriolic rant continued by painting the French as pseudo-mystics who wove 

enchantments with their words, and in so doing, tricked helpless nations into falling under their 

spell. Not only did they also fool these other countries, the French also charged them for the 

honor of being tricked into becoming false republics. In this retelling, Napoleon became the 

conduit of French trickery-- it flowed through him by way of the army and into the French 

treasury. Carlisle’s editorial began scratching away at the republican finish Napoleon had 

thoroughly applied to himself and his image. 

The (Republican) Gold Tarnishes 

 During Bonaparte’s time in Egypt in 1798 and 1799, accounts of Napoleon’s actions 

were few and far between, owing to the French naval defeat at the Battle of the Nile at the hands 
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of the British.218 This catastrophic loss caused France to lose the majority of its fleet, and 

effectively cut off Napoleon and his troops in Egypt without a real way of safely communicating 

with the Directory in Paris. Instead, British Royal Navy intercepted French missives from Egypt 

and later Syria which were then frequently published in London papers.219 Therefore, news from 

Egypt and about Bonaparte was scarce, and worse still, filtered through the lens of the British 

press which gleefully printed anything negative about France or Bonaparte.220  

 During the XYZ affair and the Quasi-War, as noted in the previous chapter, resentment 

built up against the French and Bonaparte in particular.221 This was capitalized upon by Alden 

                                                
218 Those that were published were very inaccurate. The Universal Gazette of Philadelphia 
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Spooner, the editor-publisher of Spooner’s Vermont Gazette, when he received a submission 

along these lines. The writer of this piece, anonymous save for the pseudonym “Woolf’s Ghost” 

(perhaps for General James Wolfe, the military hero of the Seven Years’ War who died in 

combat), was clearly and vehemently against excessive praise for Napoleon. Commenting on the 

quantity of Bonaparte’s supporters, Woolf’s Ghost wrote that: 

I should only convince all those who have given Buonaparte a 
decided preference to all the other conquerors and commanders, 
who have gone before him; for there are not wanting those who 
assert that the French General has gained more glory to his name, 
and laurels and dignities to his memory, that any of the Caesars, 
the Pompeys, the Scipios, the Alexanders, the Henrys, or than even 
William the conqueror himself.222 
 

Instead, Woolf’s Ghost argued, Bonaparte should not even be compared with Spartacus, the 

gladiator slave who led a great slave revolt against the ancient Romans in the first century B.C.E. 

He also added, should one examine Bonaparte’s personal qualities, laurels, and dignities, they 

would not disturb the dead anymore by comparing Bonaparte to them in such an insulting 

manner, as they were “comparing a man to them who has become popular only by that artifice, 

chicanery, and sophistry of the country he serves. Buonaparte would never have been thought as 

popular as he is, if he had a pure heart, and clean hands, qualifications necessary for a great 

commander.”223 Why exactly Woolf’s Ghost thinks “a pure heart” and “clean hands” are 

necessary requirements for a general is unknown: it is possible that he might have had George 

Washington in mind, as he was a man who seemingly fitted all of these qualities.  

 Finally, Woolf’s Ghost ended his piece by saying, “There is no christian who has 

equalled him in acts of cruelty, impositions, contributions, and tributes, since Verres left 
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Scily...”224 Clearly, Bonaparte’s admirers had over-exaggerated his greatness, as Bonaparte was 

twice cursed in Woolf’s Ghost’s eyes: first, he was French, and France was a country filled with 

artifice and chicanery, and second, Bonaparte himself had committed cruel acts and levied 

tributes and contributions for a terrible country like France.  

Without newspaper accounts to read, Americans turned to reading scurrilous tracts that 

were printed and sold as exposés of true French behavior. One of the first, entitled The 

Cannibals’ Progress, was originally printed in German and subsequently translated into English 

before being sold in the United States.225 This publication, described some of the atrocities that 

took place during the German campaign over the same stretch between 1796 and 1797 as 

Napoleon’s Italian campaign. Though Napoleon’s name is not specifically mentioned in this 

work, the fact that it was released during his campaign in Egypt and that the tract painted all 

French soldiers and “Republican Officers” in a negative light means that it should not be 

excluded from a work on American perceptions about Napoleon. Further, this document was 

widely circulated and reprinted through the United States, and therefore many in New England 

and the Mid-Atlantic would have had some familiarity with its contents and claims.226  

        In the preface to the pamphlet, the author wrote that the collective memory of Germans 

would be tortured by “the everlasting infamy of the perfidious, impious, barbarous, and brutal 
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the Early Republic (Peter Porcupine in America: Pamphlets on Republicanism and Revolution, 
ed. David A. Wilson [Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1994], 3).  
226 It is found printed from several different major American cities of the time.  
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French.”227 Aufrere sprinkled his narrative of the French army’s march across southern Germany 

with horrifically graphic and brutal descriptions of death, rape, and pillage. He gave one such 

example when discussing how the French generally behaved in Germany, pointing out that, 

“[d]elicacy forms no part of the character of the French republican; for at Heidenheim they used 

as spits for their meat the iron spikes upon which they had found the heads of some lately 

executed malefactors, and made their fire with the wheels upon which the corpses had been 

exposed.”228 Again, although these atrocities were not committed by the Army of Italy, it cannot 

have helped the prestige of the French or Bonaparte to have had atrocities such as these 

connected to the French military. The pamphlet as a whole depicted the French as not much 

better than barbarians who had no shame or honor, who committed heinous acts without blinking 

an eye, and who shamelessly disrespected, abused, injured, maimed, or wounded any person who 

moved into their path, whether they were a noncombatant or not. This description was tacked 

onto that of the French Army of Germany, but what of the Army of Italy?  

        The pamphleteer did not concern himself overmuch with the Italian campaign, except to say 

that, “Genoa, by yielding to demand after demand, by paying tribute upon tribute, and by 

swallowing humiliation upon humiliation, thought to escape the general wreck; but no; a 

revolution has been effected, as at Geneva, and followed by similar consequences.”229 In such a 

way, although the author did not directly connect Napoleon to the horrific crimes committed by 

the Army of Germany, the pamphlet’s author pointed out that during his time in Italy, Bonaparte 

managed to plunder Genoa needlessly until it collapsed into revolutionary convulsions. This 

cannot have made much of a positive influence upon American opinion of Bonaparte.  

                                                
227 The Cannibals’ Progress, 3.  
228 Ibid, 9.  
229 Ibid, 42. 
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 At the end of the document, the pamphlet stopped cataloguing the destruction wrought by 

the French to draw Americans’ attention to the author’s observation that:  

Thus you have seen the consequences of French Invasion, from 
which you have also seen, that no compact, no convention, no 
treaty, no TRIBUTE, will preserve any country, in which these 
monsters can, either by force or fraud, once get a sure footing. That 
they will leave nothing unattempted to get such a sure a footing in 
these States is most certain; so that you have only to determine, 
whether you will witness such horrors such as you have read of, 
and perhaps still worse, or bravely resolve to keep off the 
contaminating, cut throat crew, by the thunder of your cannon and 
the point of your bayonets.230 
 

Warning New Englanders that the same fate could happen in the United States just as easily as it 

had in Europe and for less provocation, the author posited that nothing stopped the French from 

doing what they wanted. The French described by The Cannibal’s Progress possessed no 

redeeming virtues, nor anything remotely relating to republicanism. In fact, as pointed out time 

and time again throughout the pamphlet, the French appeared to go out of their way to trample 

upon republics wherever they found them; the author gave the examples of Genoa and Geneva, 

as well as the rest of the Old Swiss Confederacy, which France promptly replaced with the 

Helvetic Confederation. This was not a positive pamphlet about the French or their armies. 

Another popular tract that Americans read during the dearth of news about Bonaparte 

was a pamphlet printed in the aftermath of the XYZ Affair. It was a foreign affairs fiasco for the 

French in which their foreign minister and his aides attempted to extort the American diplomats 

out of several millions of dollars in order to continue with peace negotiations for the naval war 

between the two nations.231 This scandal caused the so-called naval Quasi-War between France 

and America to worsen. Coming on the heels of this, William Cobbett, the well-known English 
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journalist, published a scandalous pamphlet in poem form that described the incident in a rather 

humorous manner that was reprinted throughout the United States. Yet Cobbett’s depiction of 

how France would strike back against America if the United States refused to budge on their 

failure to pay is striking in its graphic language. Cobbett writes that:  

The speech of your great President [Adams],/Our nation [France] 
one and all resent;/He talks to us, the mighty Gauls,/As big as 
church you call Saint Paul’s,/Like Buonaparte the Gallic god,/Who 
has ten millions at his nod,/And cou’d, if he was firmly bent,/Turn 
upside down your continent;/ Displace your Chieftain or your 
Head,/ Make war and desolation spread;/Reduce your cities to a 
level,/And send your Congress to the devil;/Destroy your forts of 
ev’ry kind,/And “leave not” e’en “a wreck behind;”/Drain dry the 
vast Atlantic Ocean,/And plant disorder and commotion;/Slay all 
your women and your men,/And march in triumph back agen 
[sic]./Avert the danger of delay,/And save your country whilst you 
may.232 
 

Cobbett’s word choice in this piece is interesting. Building off Aufrere’s work of the brutality 

and barbarism of the French military, Cobbett described a man who, should he be set loose on 

the hapless Americans, would single-handedly wreck all of American society from top to 

bottom. Of course, much of this is hyperbolic, but some of this rhetoric is rooted in fact. 

Cobbett’s pamphlet provided lurid descriptions of the miseries that Bonaparte as a Frenchman 

was just as capable of dealing out to those who displeased him in some way, as the Army of 

Germany had visited upon the hapless citizens of Germany in Aufrere’s pamphlet. The threat of 

mass murder via decapitation was not an impossible reality, considering that the Reign of Terror 

in France had ended less than five years before this work was published.  

        In this way, the sins of the French were being ascribed to Bonaparte in his absence and 

without proof. Cobbett and Aufrere both depicted the French as barbaric and bloodthirsty 

                                                
232 William Cobbett, French Arrogance, or, “The Cat let out of the Bag:” A Poetical Dialogue 

between the Envoys of America and X.Y.Z. and the Lady. (Philadelphia: 1798), 9. 
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murderers, but they also ascribe to them the label of “republican.” This is perhaps the most 

damning of all the names attributed to the French, and thus, to Napoleon as a Frenchman. It 

shows how deeply the French had perverted the concept of republicanism in Americans’ minds. 

Where Americans believed that republicanism was embodied in the ideas of virtue and morality, 

manliness, courage, disinterestedness, and above all, a concern for the public good, the French 

idea of classical republicanism, judging from what was being published in America during this 

time, differed dramatically. The French had no moral values or virtues, since they were guilty of 

mass rapine and pillaging when they stormed towns throughout Europe. They also lacked in both 

manliness and courage, because how manly is it to kill innocent women and children? How does 

that make the French citizen-soldier braver than American militiamen? Further, the French were 

guilty of being too interested in what took place outside of France, through their intentness in 

spreading revolution and what they thought republicanism was throughout Europe and North 

Africa. Lastly, and the most incriminating of all, the French were clearly not concerned with the 

public good when they slaughtered men, women, and children wherever they marched for 

apparently pleasure. Americans reevaluated whether or not the French were as republican as they 

claimed to be in light of the evidence that began surfacing while Napoleon was in Egypt between 

1798 and 1799. 

The Curse of Egypt 

 Napoleon’s reputation as a good republican was thus under siege by late 1799 because of 

his nationality as a Frenchman. However, his actions after his return from Egypt changed many 

New Englanders’ minds about whether Bonaparte represented a good republican in a failed 

republican experiment. With Bonaparte’s abrupt return to France in October of that year, the 

scarcity of news turned into a veritable flood, with Bonaparte’s name seemingly in every 
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American newspaper. Accounts of the disaster of the Egyptian and Syria expeditions were 

among the most reprinted sources of news during this time, and it is clear that Americans spent 

the news hiatus reevaluating their opinions on the republican character of Napoleon and his 

nation. Yet no sooner had Bonaparte returned to France than New Englanders read that he had 

overthrown the French Directory in a legal-seeming coup d’état with the help of his brother and 

the Abbé Sieyès, one of the fathers of the French Revolution, on the 18th-19th Brumaire 1799.233 

Americans professed themselves stunned. One astonished observer wrote to the Columbian 

Centinel in February of 1800 after news had finally trickled back to America that: 

This General [Bonaparte], though destitute of the virtues which 
adorned our Washington, once assumed his name. After his 
brilliant conquests in Italy, ... [Bonaparte] considered himself the 
father and founder of [the Cisalpine] Republic, Bonaparte was so 
overjoyed, that he frequently exclaimed: -- “The foundation of this 
Republic surpasses that of Rome; and I doubt not it will not only 
make a greater noise in the world, but will last much longer ...: I 
HAVE NOW BECOME THE WASHINGTON of Italy.” Such was 
the exclamation of Bonaparte, in 1797 ... That he was no prophet, 
is evident, for the Cisalpine Republic is no more.-- That he was no 
Washington, on the 15th of March, 1783, when ... [Washington] 
was indirectly invited to lead his gallant army, “to turn their arms 
against Congress, and their country,” most abundantly testifies.234 
 

This unknown contemporary of Napoleon had nothing but scorn for Bonaparte’s post-Italian 

campaign life. While the author praised his brilliant victories in Italy, his career since then had, 

in the eyes of the “American,” as he signs himself, been less than stellar. Though Bonaparte 

compared himself to Washington, something that appalled the letter-writer who saw no merit in 

Bonaparte’s supposed comparison. The major divergence in Bonaparte and Washington as good 

                                                
233 Isser Woloch, Napoleon and His Collaborators: the Making of a Dictatorship (New York: W. 
W. Norton & Company, 2001), chapter one. 18-19 Brumaire was the revolutionary calendar date 
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republicans was apparent to this anonymous American: when Washington was given the 

opportunity to overthrow Congress in favor of taking power for himself, he declined; Napoleon, 

however, could not complete the deed against the Directory fast enough when his brother and the 

Abbé Sieyès approached him with the scheme. In his book on Washington and the image of 

power in Early Republic American society, Garry Willis notes that Washington “gained power 

from his readiness to give it up.”235 Napoleon could not wait long enough for France to offer him 

power; he had to seize it for himself. 

The denial of what was considered natural human ambition by Washington found its 

antithesis in Napoleon. Bonaparte was everything that George Washington was not: devoid of 

virtue, obviously ambitious, self-centered, and lacking in honor. More to the point, Americans 

saw Napoleon as a bad republican. William Cunningham spoke about Bonaparte in 1803, not 

long after the French people proclaimed Napoleon First Consul for Life after a nationwide 

plebiscite:  

The perfectly despotic governments of Buonaparte is called 
Republican; but this is one of the cheats "spread through the body 

of the people," when "corruptions seize the heads of government." 
It is one of the cheats which "purchased the voices of the people 

and made them pay the price." Republicks have been prelusive of 
the greatest, by far the greatest tyrannies ever exercised over 
mankind.236 
 

Cunningham’s oration made clear how he felt about Bonaparte’s government. It was not 

a republic. Cunningham believed that it was nothing more than a forerunner of a greater tyranny 

over the people. He argued that Napoleon’s government had nothing in common with republics, 

mostly because of its despotic nature. Cunningham’s main objection, though, came from the fact 
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that he disbelieved that the French legitimately elected by Bonaparte in the first place.237 

Elections, Cunningham explained, were how republics were defined in schoolbooks, and without 

these, liberty and freedom was not possible. Therefore, to Cunningham, Napoleon’s government 

was nothing more than a “cheat” on the French people, who were robbed of a true republic, and 

whose government was fatally corrupted by Bonaparte’s incipient tyranny.  

Bonaparte’s desertion of the Army of Egypt was a key turning point for American 

observers, and something that was much discussed after the 18 Brumaire coup d’état. The 

Portsmouth, New Hampshire, published Federal Observer included a short note about 

Bonaparte’s plans after he became First Consul that said, “Buonaparte it seems has proposed to 

send a Company of Comedians to the Army of Egypt. He has already caused several Tragedies 

to be exhibited in that quarter of the world, and now he wants the whole of the business to 

conclude with a Farce.”238 Sarcastically commenting on Napoleon’s abandonment of his army in 

Egypt, the paper’s editors disapproved of his seeming lack of concern about his men with their 

witticism about Bonaparte’s idea. They showed American readers Bonaparte’s poor republican 

values, specifically his overweening self-interest. Sacrificing personal interests over those of the 

state was one of the main republican ideals that Americans believed in during this time, and 

clearly, this was not one that Bonaparte did not possess.  

The Federal Observer’s editors, William Treadwell and Samuel G. Hart, apparently did 

not care for Napoleon at all. Their paper abounded with negative stories and pieces that they 

borrowed from other news sources, including one from the London Courier that compared 

                                                
237 Ibid, 56. Woloch discusses all of the Napoleonic plebiscites in detail in his book, Napoleon 
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238 Federal Observer, Portsmouth, NH: 21 February 1800, 2. 
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similarities between Oliver Cromwell and Napoleon side by side.239 Further, they made clear 

their preference for the values of Washington when they spent nearly the entire front page on an 

extract from his last will and testament, which included the bequest of some fifty shares of stock 

to be used to fund the establishment of a university in the limits of the District of Columbia, and 

another story from a paper in St. Domingo which offered a very touching eulogy to Washington 

after his death, “the Hero of America, General George Washington, is dead. Liberty has lost in 

this great man one of her warmest admirers. All America is in mourning.” It concluded with the 

statement that, “there is not an inhabitant of the United States who does not regret the loss of a 

father and a friend, and who does not believe that loss irreparable.”240  

The actions that Bonaparte displayed in the summer of 1799 when he left his army in the 

hands of another general and without orders from the Directory disturbed New Englanders. The 

Federal Observer included a story purportedly from an Army of Egypt veteran who recently 

returned to Paris. The solider told the Parisians that, while the army was at first very confused 

and upset about Bonaparte’s abrupt departure, they were “soon perfectly reconciled by the high 

idea which they entertain of Kleber and Dessaix [sic].”241 He also explained that the army was 

also safe from further attack from the enemy, and were becoming quite used to the climate and 

their position there, as if that made everything better. Adding to the earlier comment about the 

comedians being sent to Egypt, the Observer and its editors felt that Bonaparte suffered a lack of 

personal integrity and compassion for his soldiers, which led to their scornful observations. That 

Treadwell and Hart saw fit to reprint this in the same issue indicates that at least these two New 

Englanders saw key differences in the republicanism of Washington and Bonaparte. An entire 
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country grieved for Washington is contrasted within pages of Bonaparte’s former army initially 

being dismayed by his disappearance and abandonment to the same army not really caring who 

led them. Two entirely different perspectives of republicanism were displayed by the Federal 

Observer—one very good, and one very bad.  

The Centinel of Liberty, or the Georgetown and Washington Advertiser was on the same 

page with the Observer’s rampant negativity. They republished a letter from Bonaparte’s 

replacement as General in Chief to the Army of Egypt, Jean-Baptiste Kléber, to the French 

Directory that first begged for additional funds to pay for new clothes for his men, but then 

turned into a desperate plea for help:  

Such… is the situation in which General Buonaparte has left me to 
sustain the enormous burden of commanding the army of the East! 
He saw the approaching crisis!  … That such a crisis exists, his 
letters, his instructions, his negociations lately set on foot, all 
contribute to convince; it is of, public notoriety, and our enemies 
appear to be more perfectly informed of it than ourselves.242  
 

The Centinel’s editors, Green and English, added a footnote after “the approaching crisis” that 

loomed for Kléber and the army, which read, “here is the key to Buonaparte’s flight.” Green and 

English implied in not so many words that they believed that Bonaparte was a coward who saw 

that the Egyptian expedition was in mortal danger and that he left as soon as he saw that. 

Cowardice was not one of the revered virtues that true republicans possessed.243 Further, 

Kléber’s letter continued on, pointing out that, while “General Buonaparte deceived himself with 
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regard to the consequence which he expected from his victory at Aboukir,” the Porte was able to 

easily absorb the losses because of their intense desire to regain Egypt from the French and to 

avenge themselves of the harm done to the Muslim religion and Ottoman honor.244 Kléber’s 

letter directly contrasted that of the anonymous French soldier’s who noted that the Army of 

Egypt was safe, which cannot have escaped keen observers of foreign affairs.  

On the heels of growing negativity toward Bonaparte, in March 1800 an anonymous 

letter about the failed republican arrived for the publishers of the Oriental Trumpet of Portland, 

Maine. Thinking it interesting, editors Rand and Burdick printed the letter in their weekly paper. 

The anonymous writer’s wanted to debunk the popular belief of the greatness of Bonaparte 

through a “portrait” he would provide. Entitled “A Brief and Accurate View of the Wonderful 

Bonaparte!,” the letter contained the following summation: 

This motley mixture of crime, absurdity, egotism, and bombast, 
previous to entering upon military career, he was a good Roman 

Catholic and Royalist: On taking the command of the armies, he 
was a good Atheist and Sans Cullotte: In Egypt, he was a good 
Mahometan and Republican: Now, we find him a good Christian 
and Patriot: But, after all, it appears impossible to tell what his 
political and religious principles really are! This fact, however, is 
incontestible, viz. He is a genius, as versatile as vain and 
insignificant. Such has been, and such is, “the Hero of France!!!”  
“the Admiration of” his own sect!!! What a wonderful and 
incomprehensible man is Bonaparte!!!245 
 

Even two hundred years later, the sarcasm present in this piece is evident. The 

anonymous writer, known only as “Z”, clearly held strong feelings on the topic of Bonaparte: 

along with his letter, Z also included a short poem that continued on about Napoleon’s failings 

for the editors’ edification. Z’s anger at Bonaparte’s many about-faces and inability to truly 

understand who or what Napoleon stood for. As Z explained, Bonaparte had been a Royalist, 
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Roman Catholic, a sans-culotte, an atheist, Muslim, republican, and now espoused Christianity 

and patriotism. Throughout all of this, though, it was clear to Z was that Napoleon was no 

republican, despite all his “crime, absurdity, egotism, and bombast.”246  

Reactions such as this existed throughout 1800, and increased in fervor and quantity after 

the death of Washington in mid-December of 1799. By this point, Americans simply did not 

know what to make of Bonaparte, whether he was a republican or a usurper, a general or a 

statesman. A subscriber, who called himself “XYZ,” sent in to Boston’s Independent Chronicle, 

a letter that attempted to place Bonaparte in his own context, without comparing him to 

Washington or denigrating him solely because of his nationality.247 In the piece, the writer 

pointed out that Bonaparte had the right idea about statesmanship, though he had no formal 

education in such a field. XYZ offered several examples up for consideration: Bonaparte 

attempted to purge France of all parties, which created strife between all those who should be 

united rather than divided; Bonaparte selected only those officers who had either training or 

natural aptitude for the work Bonaparte needed done, and their faction affiliation did not matter 

or influence his decision; lastly, according to XYZ, Bonaparte never encouraged the French 

newspapers to print untrue stories about his enemies so as to “abuse” them in the eyes of the 

French public.   

Bonaparte’s situation contrasted tremendously than the one XYZ was accustomed to. 

Although Washington had warned Americans of the dangers of factions dividing the brand-new 

United States, few listened to the wisdom of the elder statesman’s 1796 Farewell Address, and so 

went about forming political parties all the same. Party politics became increasingly tense and 

fraught with suspicion during the same time that Bonaparte was revolutionizing the political 
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situation in France. Much of this tension was aired for the American public to see and comment 

upon, as newspapers formed by each individual faction or by printers and editors who supported 

a particular party published it.248 Destined only to get worse during the 1800 presidential 

election, party politics in America and the absence of officially designated or supported parties in 

France created a growing void of separation between America and France, which made 

overcoming the rising tide of anti-Bonaparte and anti-French feeling in America more unlikely 

for Bonaparte. 

Understandings of France and Napoleon’s “Republicanism”  

By 1804, Bonaparte’s claims to be a republican began to fall flat with New Englanders. 

Indeed, the problem with what Napoleon called republicanism was that it sounded a lot more like 

tyranny and a lot less like what the American understanding of republicanism was. In fact, 

Bonaparte’s “republicanism” seemed the exact opposite of every conception that Americans held 

about the idea of republicanism, and they decried what they saw in him as Jacobinism, 

undemocratic, and despotic. However much these pamphlets, sermons, and newspapers argue 

against Napoleon and the French, it seems again more like these authors took umbrage with the 

nascent party system developing in the United States even more, and so these sources must be 

seen in that light as well. 

Americans on the whole wanted a government that espoused equality and liberty for its 

citizenry, something that many observers felt was lacking in France. A person wrote in to the 

Connecticut Centinel claiming to be a “Tru Painonean & Geffursonean.”249 Tired of being 
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belittled by the Federalist paper, this unknown writer sought to make their voice heard:  

ile fust speke min opyion of lyberte and equalite,--cum reder ef i 
convince you dont deni It—wont you own thatt we air awl born 
alike intow the world and that we air awl possesed ov thee same 
privviliges alike, then hou cums it about thatt we hav now amung 
uss lords and kings and neighbobs ha, whi shnd I nott Bee A lord 
and a jentelman az wel az mi nabor, iz it caze I ant got quite so 
much monne ant the monne maks thee jentelman tis the larnin[.]250 
 

Though only somewhat literate, this writer clearly had an understanding of equality and liberty, 

and felt that this was everyone’s right to have. The Tru Painonean believed that the only reason 

there were differences in people’s status in America was because of “monne” and “larnin,” 

which the writer decried. This conception of how the United States should function seems in line 

with how historians understand classical republicanism. In his discourse on a fast day declared 

by John Adams during the troubles between France and America, the Rev. John Prince wrote 

that France’s problems resided with their inability to understand the basic idea of republicanism 

that the Tru Painonean did. As Prince described when discussing changes between monarchical 

and republican France, and their attempts at “helping” other countries break their shackles: 

The only discernible difference is, the greater extension of this 
power in its oppressive effects; in calling tyranny by another name, 
and decoying mankind within its grasp by the specious pretension 
to philanthropy. But where the government is tyrannical, whether 
it be monarchical or republican, it is never worth while to quarrel 
about names.251 
 

Though Prince wrote during the late 1790s before Napoleon took power, it is worthwhile to show 

that much of the “Bonaparte as a failed republican” belief stemmed in large part from the way 

French governments dealt with issues of republicanism, and that Napoleon inherited this mantle 

after he seized power in 1799. They merely clothed the idea of tyranny in the wrappings of 
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republicanism and tried to foist this false idea onto subject peoples. Prince saw through the 

falsity of the French charade. 

 Another who saw through French falseness was the Rev. Abraham Bishop. Though he 

spent much of his pamphlet on what he called Connecticut Republicanism, he found both space 

and energy enough to devote some room to attacking the fallacies of Federalist thought. Bishop 

took much offense against the profusion of Federalist sentiment in New England, and called 

himself a “poor, ragged Democrat.”252 Bishop argued against Federalism and what he believed 

was their faulty reasoning ability by pointing out that, “here it may be interesting to notice for a 

moment, some of the strange stimulating logic dished up on such occasions; such as, that 

Voltaire was an atheist; that Voltaire was a Frenchman; that all democrats are attached to the 

French, therefore that all Frenchmen and democrats are atheists.”253  

 The falseness of France found itself at the center of the discussion after 1802, when 

reports began circulating throughout the country from abroad about Bonaparte becoming First 

Consul for Life. The Boston-based New-England Palladium printed an exhaustive explanation of 

what made up the individual “Democrat,” “Republican,” and, finally, the “Jacobin” for their 

readers, though they gave no names for most of the descriptions. After a discussion of the ideal 

Democrat and Republican, which both correspond to the idea of republicanism fairly well, the 

editor described Jacobins thusly: 

A Jacobin is as unlike a Democrat as an imposter is unlike a dupe:-
As unlike as a beast of prey is to his victim. A Jacobin desires 
confusion and every evil work. He loves violence, and lays his 
scheme to rise by it high enough to overpower law, to seize power, 
to satiate (if they could be satiated) rapacity and revenge. He 
despises liberty, and the mob, whom he deludes with the name of 
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it. Probably Condorcet was a Democrat, Marat a Jacobin, Cataline 
was a Jacobin in old Rome, and half his host were Democrats.254 
 

Though the editor does not refer to Bonaparte specifically as a Jacobin, Americans ascribed the 

term to him throughout his career and life. Further, because the Palladium spent almost the entire 

next page discussing France and Bonaparte it is possible that Napoleon was among the number 

of Jacobins the Palladium described. In many ways, what happened next within the paper 

confirms this assumption in American (and British) minds as to Bonaparte’s republicanism. 

The same issue of the Palladium included a series of accounts from London about the 

goings-on of French politics. Specifically, the London news talked about the French Tribunat (an 

elected legislative body in Consular France) and its offer of financial compensation made to 

Napoleon for his services to France; he declined the reward.255 The news reporter commented, 

which the Palladium duly reprinted as well, “Does Bonaparte decline receiving a recompence in 

national Domain or Money, because that is not the species of recompence he aims at? Is there 

another reward, for the bringing forward of which the moment is not yet arrived?”256 No sooner 

had the Paris correspondent written the last dispatch when “the moment” arrived as expected: the 

French Sénat passed a Senatus Consultum (a decree from the Senat) that extended Bonaparte’s 

term as First Consul ten additional years on top of the ten years he had already been appointed. 
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255 The Tribunat was one of the three legislative assemblies provided for under the Constitution 
of the Year VIII in 1800. The Tribunat (Tribunate) had virtually no power whatsoever. They 
could discuss and debate laws, but did not vote on them to make them law. The Corps Législatif 
(Legislative Body) was responsible for listening to the debates and voting on them in secret, 
making them ultimately responsible for passing or vetoing laws. The Sénat Conservateur 
(Conservative Senate), the third and final assembly, was responsible for safeguarding the 
constitution of France. In the end, however, Napoleon essentially told all assemblies what he 
wanted done, and that is how worked in practice. Wolloch, Napoleon and His Collaborators, 32. 
256 Ibid, 2. Italics in the original retained. The fact that the Palladium reprinted all this as 
received from London papers indicates to me that they had a similar understanding of the 
circumstances and what they meant as the original reporter(s).  
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In addition to this, the French legislature proposed putting the question of the possibility of 

making Bonaparte Consul for Life to the French people. At this point, the Paris correspondent 

was obviously perplexed at what to make of Napoleon’s answers, which the reporter called 

“curious.” He remarked upon the circumspection and disinterestedness of Bonaparte’s first 

answer, which denied taking compensation for his services thus granted, but then seemed pleased 

and gratified to accept the next offer of Consul for Life. The correspondent continued on his 

report with a comparison to the Roman emperor Augustus and Napoleon Bonaparte. Augustus, 

the reporter remarked, made efforts to reconcile the Roman Empire with the old Roman 

republicans by keeping “the semblance and shadow of freedom” while not preserving any of the 

substance of the original. Is it too much to assume that the unknown correspondent (along with 

the Palladium) believed the same would occur in France after Bonaparte’s probable electoral 

success, thus ending the French Republic as it had been? He concluded his comments by saying, 

“upon the whole we consider this measure as impolite on the part of Bonaparte, and dangerous to 

the real interests of liberty, and of the people.”257  

What was Napoleon? Was he truly a republican? His earlier action of declining the 

financial award offered him made him appear disinterested in private affairs at the expense of 

public matters, but his second, much easier acceptance of a longer term in office belied his first 

response. In comparing Bonaparte to Augustus, it seems that the London paper concluded he was 

intent upon shedding his republican robes for monarchical ones, and it was only a matter of time 

before that occurred. 

The Democratic-Republican; or Commercial Daily Advertiser of Baltimore, Maryland, 

ran the same news, though with a different editorial written by the American-based editor W. 

                                                
257 Ibid, 2. The Columbian Minerva of nearby Dedham, Massachusetts, also published an 
account of the proposed election on 6 July 1802; 2.    
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Pechin and his assistant, J. B. Colvin. Upon reading the news of Napoleon becoming First 

Consul for Life, Pechin and Colvin declared, “Bonaparte has passed the Rubicon—and he cannot 

now retrace the path to honorable immortality. … This one act stamps him an usurper.”258 

Having seized power once during the 18 Brumaire coup, the editors declared Bonaparte nothing 

more than a second Caesar who gave up his “honorable immortality” for usurpation at this next 

instance of Napoleonic power plays in the last several years. Pechin and Colvin continued on, 

noting that, “…those who are in the habit of defending usurpations of power by individuals over 

their fellow creatures will find an excuse for Napoleon Bonaparte in the wish that he expresses 

that the people should be consulted on the occasion” but they felt that the actions that led to this 

“usurpation” of power was “all a farce.”259 The editors ran through the events that directly 

followed, narrating them as if the entire scene in Paris was nothing more than the script to a 

current popular play, and then they sarcastically remarked, “the modest Napoleon accepts of 

[Consul for Life] with diffidence; his glory, he says, requires that he should retire from public 

life, but duty renders it necessary for him to accept of the proffered honor.”260 When Pechin and 

Colvin talked about the potential success of Bonaparte’s usurpation, they pointed out that he was 

“… secured on one side by the friendship of the priesthood, and on the other side by his military 

fame, and the popularity he has gained by the treaty of Amiens,” effectively meaning that there 

was almost no reason to expect Bonaparte would not achieve his ends, since he had two 

important factions at his side as well as personal popularity. The “ends” the Palladium and other 

                                                
258 Democratic-Republican; or Commercial Daily Advertiser (Baltimore), 6 July 1802; 2-3. The 
Democratic-Republican also gave an account of the reinstitution of slavery in French colonies 
AND a purported assassination attempt on Bonaparte’s life that was led by fifteen generals; the 
paper was unclear if the story had any substance (“it is supposed to be true” was their comment, 
ibid, 2). As the editorial does not have a by-line and Pechin noted on the last page that Colvin 
served as an editorial assistant, I have quoted them as co-writers of the piece throughout. 
259 Ibid, 3. 
260 Ibid, 3. Original italics retained. 
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papers believed Napoleon to have in mind were as follows in the editorial:  

The unassuming Corsican grasps at a crown, at a moment when 
every thing conspires to place it within his reach—‘The petty thief 
meets only with contempt. The plunderer of thousands is tho’t 
audacious—but he who seizes on a crown gains deathless honor!’ 
Thus, no doubt, thinks Bonaparte; who, in the height of his 
ambitious career, has dared ‘to hold the law itself in chains, a 
frowning captive—and sees it struggle, with fruitless efforts, 
against the power of majesty.’”261 
 

Pechin and Colvin’s editorial made it clear that they were neither excited nor pleased to see the 

recent events transpiring in France. They saw them as a loss of democracy, believing that the 

election was a foregone conclusion destined to go Napoleon’s way, because it was nothing more 

than a charade. Their conclusionary sentences about Bonaparte grasping for a crown against the 

French law that tries to assert itself point to their train of thoughts—Pechin and Colvin believed 

that Bonaparte would end up becoming king of France because of Napoleon’s unrepublican 

ambitions and the inability (or uncaring) of the French to stop him.  

 Something interesting that Pechin and Colvin pointed out in their piece is that there 

existed a group of people, whom they named as usurpation defenders. Can it be that they thought 

there was such a collection of anti-liberty believers in America? In an extract from a letter from 

France, the anonymous author commented about the falsity of the idea that freedom existed or 

was tolerated in France:  

We are told by some who arrive from your side the Atlantic, that 
the American Jacobins still prate about the Liberty of France, but 
let them ask of those who visit this country, whether upon the 
whole territory of the Republic there is one Frenchman weak 
enough to think himself free, or impudent enough to say he is? 
they will all tell, that the very name of liberty is scouted with 

                                                
261 Ibid, 3. The latter quotation is from the poet Friedrich Schiller’s republican tragedy Fiesco: 

or, the Genoese Conspiracy (Die Verschwörung des Fiesco zu Genua, 1796). I cannot find a 
source for the first quotation, but am reluctant to call it Pechin and Colvin’s invention. 
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contempt.262  
 

The editor and publisher of the Oracle, William Treadwell, saw fit to place this screed against 

France under Bonaparte directly above an advertisement for subscriptions for the publication of a 

new biography of the life of George Washington, which he commented was designed, "for the 

honor of our country.”263 Did Treadwell intentionally juxtapose the two pieces about modern 

statesmen so closely together so as to show Americans the falseness of one and the rightness of 

the other? Or was this accidental on the part of Treadwell? Though it can never be known for 

certain, the situational irony of the newspaper’s ordering of articles and ads does provoke much 

thought, coming as it does under the Oracle’s banner motto, “of all the dispositions and habits 

which lead to political prosperity, RELIGION and MORALITY are indispensable supports. —

WASHINGTON’s legacy.”264 Both of those ideals that Washington thought of as “indispensable 

supports,” religion and morality, Bonaparte clearly lacked thus far in his career, except for some 

vague posturing on his part that was easily seen through by observers in New England and the 

Mid-Atlantic.   

Conclusion 

 Though Major General Henry Lee was not a New Englander, being a Virginian, and 

therefore outside the parameters of this study, his eulogy of Washington in 1799 shows the depth 

of American feelings for their former president. Delivered in front of Congress in December 

1799, Lee discussed the whole of Washington’s public life, including his military record, service 

in the Constitutional Congress, as well as his presidencies. Lee observed Washington’s excellent 

character:  

                                                
262 United States Oracle, and Portsmouth Advertiser (Portsmouth, NH), 10 April 1802, 1. 
“Scouted” in this context means to scorn or reject. 
263 Ibid, 1. 
264 Ibid, 1. 
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Possessing a clear and penetrating mind, a strong and sound 
judgment, calmness and temper for deliberation, with invincible 
firmness and perseverance in resolutions maturely formed, drawing 
information from all, acting from himself, with incorruptible 
integrity and unvarying patriotism; [Washington’s] own superiority 
and the public confidence alike marked him as the man designed 
by Heaven to lead in the great political as well as military events… 
 

Lee noted that Washington’s temperament was but one of many reasons why Heaven chose 

Washington to lead the new United States. Washington’s calmness, intelligence, patriotism, and 

incorruptibility innately marked him as the best man in the country for the job of president.  

Obedient to her call, [Washington] assumed the high office with 
that self distrust peculiar to his innate modesty, the constant 
attendant of preeminent virtue. What was the burst of joy through 
our anxious land on this exhilarating event is known to us all. The 
aged, the young, the brave, the fair, rivalled each other in 
demonstrations of their gratitude; and this high wrought delightful 
scene was heightened in its effect, by the singular contest between 
the zeal of the bestowers and the avoidance of the receiver of the 
honors bestowed.265 
 

Lee touched upon some key features of American republicanism—modesty, self-distrust, and 

virtue—that Washington possessed and exhibited throughout his life, but especially after 

becoming President of the United States. These superior qualities so excited his fellow 

Americans that a “burst of joy” filled all people in the country when he was elected.  

Is it any wonder then, that not only was Napoleon compared frequently to George 

Washington, but also that nearly every instance of comparison was unfavorable for Bonaparte? 

How could Napoleon compete against Washington? By 1800, Washington was practically 

granted sainthood not only in New England and the Mid-Atlantic region, and throughout the 

whole of the United States. Washington was the ideal republican, a new Cincinnatus that gave up 

                                                
265 Henry Lee, “Funeral Oration on the Death of General Washington. Delivered at the Request 
of Congress, Dec. 26, 1799” in Eulogies and Orations on the Life and Death of General George 

Washington (Boston: W.P & L. Blake, 1800), 13-14.  
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his power to return to his farm. Washington was not monarchical in the slightest, nor viewed as 

overly militaristic (perhaps owing to the fact that Washington never achieved the same 

battlefield success as Napoleon).266 Though Washington considered himself to be a Deist, at least 

Deism was a religious idea that was becoming more acceptable by the day to pious Americans.267 

A strange sort of religion that mentioned a Supreme Being was far superior to most New 

Englanders than an obviously false one that believed the Catholic faith was the one true religion.  

Washington, however, does share some similarities with Napoleon, though many 

Americans at the time were probably not aware of them, though close friends of Washington 

may have been conscious of some parallels. Despite having declined a third term as president, 

Washington was actually an incredibly ambitious man, much like Napoleon. Unlike Bonaparte, 

however, Washington took pains to hide his ambitious goals, realizing that Americans disdained 

ambition as a rule, and society frowned upon ambition as a personality trait. Washington and 

Bonaparte both came from rather humble beginnings and were forced to make their way in life 

mostly on their own talents. Both had a gift for being in the right place at the right time, as well 

as being politically astute enough to realize the time was right for them to make the correct 

move.  

Further, both disdained political parties. Washington has generally been termed a 

Federalist because of his Cabinet choices and his political allies, but he himself never 

                                                
266 Some of his political enemies, especially those who followed the Jeffersonian Republican 
Party, claimed that Washington wanted to establish the United States as a monarchy; however, as 
noted in many secondary sources written after Washington’s death, this is untrue. The majority 
of politicians after the American Revolution were not in favor of a monarchical form of 
government, and Washington was among this number. 
267 Deists believed in God, but distrusted organized religion and the supernatural aspects that 
religions often featured prominently during worship. Though not religious in nature, Washington 
did bow to convention by attending Episcopalian services, though not going so far as to take 
communion (cf. Willis, Cincinanntus, 24).  
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specifically adopted the Federalists as his party. He remains the only president to have been 

without party affiliation. Napoleon, while a young man, was ostensibly a Jacobin, but historians 

have argued that Bonaparte did so out of political astuteness and a desire to remain alive during 

the heady moments of the Jacobin-led Terror. After he became powerful in his own right, 

Napoleon exiled many of the old revolutionaries into exile, and isolated the others who remained 

into less powerful positions. He also never created his own political party. If Napoleon was any 

political party member, he would be a Napoleonist—out for his dynasty’s own success and 

survival.  

Yet despite these commonalities, Americans deified Washington and demonized 

Napoleon. Why? Washington followed the law, did not usurp power, and accepted only what he 

was given politically and socially. Though he was not a monarch, Washington acted much like 

one during his terms in office, with his formal levees, the white horses drawing his magnificent 

carriage, and overall aloofness towards his Cabinet; many have argued that this was because, as 

the first U.S. president, Washington had no other precedent to follow but that of monarchs, and 

so did the best he could by winging it. One could make an argument (and many during his terms 

in office did) that Washington attempted to mold the presidency into a monarchy because he 

desired a remodeled and reformed monarchy within the United States.  

Napoleon and Washington are separated only by their actions. Napoleon acted upon his 

desires to reform the French monarchy in a way that he found made sense. Washington may have 

wanted to restore monarchical-style rule in America, but he failed to do so, to the delight of his 

many unwitting and unknowing admirers. Napoleon, on the other hand, achieved his goals 

brilliantly—at least for a time—and Americans were transfixed in a combination of admiration 

and horror. Though this project’s time frame is set at the end of the philosophical Enlightenment, 
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it appears as though many Americans did not subscribe to the same beliefs as the rest of the 

enlightened thinkers. By this, I mean that there was much skepticism expressed about the natural 

goodness of man within the sources, and that was what set Washington apart from Bonaparte. 

Bonaparte clearly was not good in any way, and was not a good republican, French or American. 

As Willis mentions, Washington was “helped by the ideology of classical republicanism which 

he came, in time, to embody.”268 Failing to embody classical republicanism as Washington did, 

Napoleon represented, to Americans overawed by Washington, tyranny, dictatorship, and all the 

brutal excesses of monarchical power.  

It is with this understanding of Napoleon and the example he offered to Americans that 

many in New England feared the rise of one like Bonaparte. They feared the rise in the United 

States of a man who failed to emulate the great and good Washington and turned instead to 

copying Napoleon’s model. This fear of a usurping tyrant who would overthrow the fragile 

American state and replace it with an undemocratic one loomed large in New Englanders’ minds 

after 1796, and this is the topic of the next chapter. 

 

 

 

                                                
268 Willis, Cincinnatus, 20. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

PARANOIA IN THE EARLY REPUBLIC: SECRET SOCIETIES 
 

This chapter could easily have been titled “American Fears in the Age of Napoleon,” but 

I believe that would have missed the general flavor of life in the United States during this time. 

Considered by many historians to be an unpopular and controversial theory originated by Robert 

Hofstadter in his groundbreaking article, “The Paranoid Style in American History,” I argue in 

this chapter that Hofstadter’s conclusions and ideas actually bear more weight than many 

historians heretofore have granted. I also make the claim that there were some New Englanders 

and residents of the Mid-Atlantic who were predisposed to believe that their way of life was 

under attack by unknown forces because of their strong religious beliefs and because of the well-

documented fears that Americans had about the stability and safety of their newborn republic.269 

To prove my assertions, I will examine both concrete as well as unsubstantiated fears held by 

these New Englanders, such as the potential for a French invasion of the United States led by 

Bonaparte and the overthrowing of the American republic in favor of a monarchy or a military 

despotism. Using the texts that New Englanders read that fed their fears, I will also discuss some 

of their more extreme ideas about France and the French Revolution, such as the idea that it was 

a conspiracy contrived by the Bavarian Illuminati and the Freemasons, as well as a plot to 

subvert American Christianity. I further contend that the hysteria that arose because of supposed 

                                                
269 Vernon Stauffer says it best when he writes, “There was then, as there has always been, a 
very large body of citizens whose faith in the stability and high destiny of the nation made them 
immune to such fears; calm and philosophic souls who were equally unmoved by the rant of the 
demagogue or the distracted mood of the self-deceived alarmist. … But there were also other 
men, as has been the case in every deeply agitated generation, who were fully persuaded that 
they were able to catch deeper tones than their neighbors, to whom the gift had been given to 
read the signs of the times more accurately than their fellows.” New England and the Bavarian 

Illuminati (New York: Columbia University Press, 1918), 137-138. 
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plots and conspiracies within the United States had much of its origins in New England’s climate 

of religiosity and because of its place as a Federalist stronghold that felt threatened by incipient 

Republican power. As the first of two chapters devoted to these fears that New Englanders had in 

the Early Republic, I argue about the role of the secret society and how the fear that such groups 

could somehow overthrow American society and the Constitution. Secret societies, for 

Americans in the new United States, were part of a much larger conspiracy against the 

republican experiment in America and its special manifest destiny as set down by the Puritans. I 

see anxieties about secret societies as a reflection of continuing fears over French and 

Napoleonic influence within the United States’ government. 

Historiography 

 Richard Hofstadter’s invention of the phrase “the paranoid style” guides this chapter 

immensely, mostly because it fits so closely with my own interpretation of the history of the 

Early Republic and their extreme fears during this time. As Hofstadter writes in his influential 

essay, “I call it the paranoid style simply because no other word adequately evokes the qualities 

of heated exaggeration, suspiciousness, and conspiratorial fantasy that I have in mind.”270 

Likewise, I cannot find a suitable replacement for the term in the English language that 

encompasses all of the fears, conspiracies, and suspicions that surrounded Americans around the 

turn of the nineteenth century, especially when they observed Napoleon. Like Hofstadter, I do 

not employ the term paranoia to try to classify or diagnose Americans’ psychological state of 

mind, but as a way of attempting to understand how New Englanders saw their world and their 

                                                
270 Richard Hofstadter, The Paranoid Style, 3. 
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place in it.271 Hofstadter’s interpretation of American political history was a lightning rod for 

controversy, with some embracing his terminology and some denying that it existed at all.272 

 Hofstadter’s ideas came under attack with historians in the early 1980s violently 

disagreeing with his conclusions. Among these critics is Gordon S. Wood, whose article, 

“Conspiracy and the Paranoid Style: Causality and Deceit in the Eighteenth Century,” takes aim 

at Hofstadter, arguing that his conclusions arose out of the emerging psychohistory movement in 

the 1950s. Wood seems to take offense at the arguments made by some historians about the 

founding fathers, “the Revolutionary leaders were clinically paranoiac—that is, that they were 

suffering actual delusions of persecution and were unable to assess reality in a rational 

fashion.”273 This, according to Wood, was going too far. Instead, he argues to look at the entire 

Atlantic World to understand where these fears and conspiracies arose from—not from their 

minds because they were paranoids, but because of “the general presuppositions and 

conventions—in the underlying metaphysics—of eighteenth-century culture.”274 In other words, 

that the fears of Americans stemmed from their politics, their culture, and their assumptions 

about each. In essence, then, what Wood argues is that, yes, there were conspiracies, but to call 

                                                
271 Ibid, 3. 
272 See, for example, Bernard Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution 
(Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1967); Bailyn published his 
interpretation of the American Revolution too late for inclusion into Hofstadter’s essay, so 
Hofstadter could not incorporate Bailyn’s ideas into his work, according to Gordon S. Wood, 
“Conspiracy and the Paranoid Style: Causality and Deceit in the Eighteenth Century” William 

and Mary Quarterly Third Series 39: 3 (June 1982), 403. See also David Brion Davis, The Slave 

Power Conspiracy and the Paranoid Style (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Press, 1969); Davis, 
ed, The Fear of Conspiracy: Images of Un-American Subversion from the Revolution to the 

Present (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1971); and Richard O. Curry and Thomas M. Brown, 
eds., Conspiracy: The Fear of Subversion in American History (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and 
Winston, Inc., 1972).  
273 Gordon S. Wood, “Conspiracy and the Paranoid Style: Causality and Deceit in the Eighteenth 
Century” William and Mary Quarterly Third Series 39: 3 (June 1982), 406. 
274 Ibid, 406-407. “… we need to reach through and beyond the Revolution to the larger culture 
of the English-speaking or, indeed, the entire Atlantic world of the eighteenth century.”  
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them paranoia is a step too far. I believe while his argument is valid, Wood misinterprets 

Hofstadter’s use of the term paranoia to be the more familiar clinical definition, as opposed to 

the one that Hofstadter originally envisioned.275  

Yet Hofstadter was not the first to develop the idea that Americans were peculiarly 

susceptible to fears and overreactions. In 1918, Vernon Stauffer first identified fears about the 

Bavarian Illuminati in New England in the late eighteenth century. While Stauffer’s book is 

excellent in many ways, I feel that he spends altogether too much time on explaining who the 

Illuminati were, and not enough time on what they actually meant to New England in a political 

context. My interpretation differs from Stauffer’s in that he approaches the Illuminati scare from 

a religious perspective—my own view is from that of a political and social historian with some 

dashes of religious history. In regards to American concerns over the creation of the Democratic-

Republican Societies throughout the country Stauffer says that, “the public mind found itself 

wrought upon by a new species of excitement, by suggestions of tricks and plots, by appeals to 

passion and unreasoning fear, all conspiring to inject into the national spirit an element of 

haunting suspicion from which it was not soon to be cleared.”276 In effect, Stauffer believes that 

the United States at the end of the eighteenth century had never before experienced suspicions 

and plots to the same degree as they did in the 1790s, and these fears were the result of France’s 

revolution and subsequent military activity on the Continent. “The French, it was believed, were 

busy with schemes for employing the world in their favor and were drunk with the vision of 

universal dominion. The true explanation of French violence and arrogance was to be sought in 

                                                
275 While he does restate Hofstadter’s point about the difference between paranoia and clinical 
paranoia, it seems as if Wood disbelieves that the two are not the same thing. He keeps returning 
to the idea that Hofstadter thinks the Revolutionaries were crazy, and that is not Hofstadter’s 
argument at all. 
276 Stauffer, New England, 107.  
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her aims at universal empire.”277 Stauffer repeats the idea that many ministers referenced in their 

sermons in the 1790s through to the 1810s, which was that French craved nothing less than total 

world domination and universal dominion, as I discussed in Chapter 2 on the importance and 

centrality of religion within New England.   

However, Stauffer goes beyond simply parroting the sources with his analysis of the 

reasons for American alarm during the Early Republic period. “Such fears may not be brushed 

aside as silly and chimerical, in view of the steady stream of information which came across the 

Atlantic, announcing the downfall of one nation after another as the result of French intrigue and 

the prowess of French arms,” writes Stauffer. Arguing that there was no other logical conclusion 

for American bystanders to come to besides that the United States was the next target for France, 

Stauffer believes New Englanders’ fears were entirely rational and reasonable ones to make, 

given the evidence they had at hand. He adds that Americans’ fears “made familiar to the 

thought of a great body of citizens in America the idea that the intrigues of secret organizations 

must needs be reckoned with as one of the constant perils of the times,” adding that, “henceforth 

it would be easier to fill the public mind with uneasiness and gloomy forebodings on account of 

the supposed presence of hidden hostile forces working beneath the surface of the nation's 

life.”278 Stauffer convincingly shows that some Americans believed secret bodies worked behind 

the scenes, and that this was a legitimate fear to have, especially when it came to France and its 

revolution. “For them the conclusion was inescapable that no postulate which did not leave room 

for secret combinations was adequate to explain the peculiar cast of events in the United States at 

the end of the eighteenth century,” Stauffer concludes, adding that, “to dismiss the case of such 

men with the casual judgment that they were temperamentally susceptible to such impressions, is 

                                                
277 Ibid, 125. 
278 Ibid, 113-114.  
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to rule out of account the extraordinary character of the age to which they belonged.”279  

Agreeing with Stauffer’s interpretation of how to understand eighteenth century views is 

Richard Buel, Jr. In his book, America on the Brink: How the Political Struggle Over the War of 

1812 Almost Destroyed the Young Republic, Buel argues that though the Early Republic saw 

much florid rhetoric about the problems facing the United States contemporary Americans 

attached considerable significance to it.280 They trusted their political leaders to know and state 

the truth, as all good republicans were supposed to do. While Buel is mainly interested in what 

caused the Federalists to change tack after 1800 from trying to protect the republic to ultimately 

trying to subvert it by 1814, Buel does believe that it is necessary to take almost everything that 

Americans said and wrote down as is—that is, without thinking that politicians, newspapermen, 

and clergymen were exaggerating for effect. To Buel’s mind, these men meant what they said. 

 Though Hofstadter’s original essay provides much of the framework for this chapter, 

supplemented by Stauffer’s insightful book, Daniel Pipes’ Conspiracy: How the Paranoid Style 

Flourishes and Where It Comes From fills in some of Hofstadter’s gaps. Pipes examines how the 

concept of conspiracies and conspiracy theories have pervaded American political discussion 

since the country’s inception in the eighteenth century.281 Pipes uses the term “conspiracism” to 

explain “the paranoid style, or the hidden hand mentality” that becomes a “way of seeing life 

itself” eventually.282 This is how New Englanders appeared at times—about to fall into the 

chasm of seeing everything as part of a conspiracy, and for good reason—occasionally. 

Conspiracism and paranoia are two linked ideas that will be used as a way of understanding and 

                                                
279 Ibid, 138.  
280 Richard Buel, Jr., America on the Brink: How the Political Struggle Over the War of 1812 

Almost Destroyed the Young Republic (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 7. 
281 Daniel Pipes, Conspiracy: How the Paranoid Style Flourishes and Where It Comes From 
(London: The Free Press, 1997).  
282 Ibid, 22. Emphasis in original. 
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explaining Early Republic Americans’ fears for and about their country. Essentially, what I argue 

is that paranoia was an inherent part of the eighteenth century American political culture, and 

that this belief informed American understandings of Napoleon later in the century and on into 

the nineteenth century.  

Secret Societies 

 The idea of secret societies existing within the United States in the Early Republic 

terrified Americans. Ministers, politicians, and newspaper editors refer often to the issue in their 

writings, many who decried against the possibility of sects on American soil, and indeed, 

disbelieved members of these secret groups walked unseen and unknown by everyone else. 

However, stalwart believers who remained fixated on potential usurpers, traitors, and rebels in 

their midst existed in the Early Republic. These suspicious types generally belonged to equally 

suspect groups, such as the Bavarian Illuminati or the Society of the Cincinnati. Both of these 

organizations cloaked their activities in shadow and secret, leading to people devising imaginary 

agendas to both groups that neither actually possessed nor even intended. A possible reason 

behind all of these fears of scheming secret societies lay in the fact that the speed of events 

seemed to be occurring so rapidly and were of the most “fantastic and unlikely” imaginable that 

people turned to covert organizations as a way of explaining what was going on around them.283 

To understand, in other words, New Englanders turned to the secret society and the conspiracy 

theory to make sense and understand not only the French Revolution but also the career of 

Napoleon.  

 

                                                
283 Stauffer, New England, 137. Stauffer is just one of many historians who subscribe to this 
explanation; indeed, I myself find it the most likely answer for all the suspicion and paranoia of 
the time period.  
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Secret Societies: The Bavarian Illuminati 

The Illuminati actually existed at one point in time before the group became a supporting 

tent-pole within conspiracy theorists’ paranoid ideas. Founded in 1776 with a total of five 

members by University of Ingolstadt professor Adam Weishaupt, the goal of the Illuminati was 

to spread Enlightenment ideas and knowledge about the world via a secret group of 

intellectuals.284 Members of the Illuminati were to teach the truths as Weishaupt saw them about 

human equality and fraternity, as well as practice these ideals themselves.285 Weishaupt intended 

to spread the teachings of the Illuminati through connections established to the Freemasons and 

their lodges. This method of extending Illuminism succeeded in getting branches of the group 

into far-flung places throughout Central Europe, such as “Suabia [sic], Franconia, Westphalia, 

Upper and Lower Saxony, and outside of Germany into Austria and Switzerland.,” says 

Stauffer.286 Further, the Illuminati gained many prominent members, as Stauffer mentions, 

“Duke Ferdinand of Brunswick, Duke Ernst of Gotha, Duke Karl August of Saxe-Weimar, 

Prince August of Saxe-Gotha, Prince Carl of Hesse, Baron Dalberg [of Mainz], the philosopher 

[Johann Gottfried] Herder, the poet [Johann Wolfgang von] Goethe, the educationist [Johann 

Heinrich] Pestalozzi, were among the number enrolled.”287 These men, Weishaupt hoped, would 

                                                
284 According to Stauffer, Weishaupt’s motives were not entirely benevolent. “In part they were 
creditable, in part discreditable. That he had a genuine interest in the cause of liberalism and 
progress, born largely of the personal discomfort and injury he had experienced at the hands of 
intolerance and bigotry, there can be no honest doubt. But a thirst for power was also a 
fundamental element in his nature,” Ibid, 149.    
285 Ibid, 157. 
286 Ibid, 170 and 172. 
287 Ibid, 172. In his footnotes, Stauffer mentions that another historian, René le Forestier noted 
that there were other prominent members who were thought to be part of the group, including 
“Count Metternich, imperial ambassador at Coblenz; Count Brigido, governor of Galicia; Count 
Leopold Kolowrat, chancellor of Bohemia; Baron Kressel, vice-chancellor of Bohemia; Count 
Poelffy, chancellor of Hungary; Count Banffy, governor of Translyvania [sic]; Count Stadion, 
ambassador at London; and Baron Van Swieten, minister of public instruction.” Forestier’s book, 
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help the Order of the Illuminati spread even farther afield, and because of their social and 

political prestige, would also take Illuminism into the halls of government, where it could be 

diffused throughout the rest of society the way that Weishaupt originally imagined.  

The Bavarian Elector Charles Theodore in 1784 repressed and shuttered the always 

controversial sect only eight years after its foundation.288 Weishaupt fled Bavaria to live out the 

rest of his life in exile in nearby Saxe-Gotha.289 By the time the Illuminati disbanded, historians 

estimate that there were fewer than three thousand members. Despite having been disbanded by 

the Bavarian Elector, other Germanic sovereigns apparently believed that the group was still in 

existence, and tried to stop its spread into their territories, or as Stauffer words it, “Thus the 

notion that the order of the Illuminati was still in existence was accorded the sanction of 

influential monarchs.”290 Pipes argues that the Illuminati actually gained in power from their 

repression and speculates that, had they not been closed off by the Elector, the Illuminati would 

never have gained much of the prestige that they later attracted.291 Stauffer believes that the 

Illuminati “had only themselves to blame” for their censure, because of its members’ constant 

boasting about their involvement in the “secret” organizations.292 

Because of the small number of members that the Illuminati possessed before being 

                                                                                                                                                       
Les Illuminés de Bavìere et la Franc-Maçonnerie allemande was published in 1914, and was 
instrumental in Stauffer’s own work four years later. 
288 Ibid, 175. The Illuminati were just one of the groups targeted by the Elector’s edict; the law 
extended to “all communities, societies, and brotherhoods in his lands which had been 
established without due authorization of law and the confirmation of the sovereign” (Stauffer, 
175). The Freemasons and Rosicrucians were also part of the Elector’s ban on groups in Bavaria. 
For whatever reason, fears about the Rosicrucians (the rosy cross) never really took off in the 
same way that fears did about the Freemasons and Illuminati. 
289 Ibid, 184. Weishaupt, while in exile, tried to make amends for his behavior and actions by 
writing several apologias about the Illuminati and his involvement with the group.  
290 Ibid, 189. One of these monarchs was King Frederick William IV of Prussia. 
291 Ibid, 62-63.  
292 Ibid, 176.  
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repressed, the group never became established within the United States. This knowledge was not 

widely known, and was subject to misinterpretation and misrepresentation, especially by those 

with a stake in fomenting fears in New England. Stauffer writes about the decline and fall of the 

Illuminati:  

So intense and widespread was the fear which the order 
engendered, so clearly did the traditionalists of the age see in its 
clientele the welding together into a secret machine of war of the 
most mischievous and dangerous of those elements which were 
discontented with the prevailing establishments of religion and 
civil government, that it was impossible that its shadow should 
pass immediately.293 
 

The group had such a small footprint, with so few branches and fewer members, that they had 

not been widely known, so their rapid exposure and more rapid dissolution made people afraid 

for what else they had not known about. Leopold Engel, a German historian of the Illuminati, 

writes that the accusation that the Illuminati were responsible for the French Revolution was 

“perhaps the strangest and also simultaneously most grotesque” of the ones then ascribed to the 

group.294 This was certainly the case in 1798 when Abbé Augustin Barreul wrote his book 

“exposing” the conspiracy surrounding secret societies in Europe and abroad.  

Abbé Barreul was a French priest and member of the Society of Jesus, commonly called 

the Jesuits. Though he wrote other religious pamphlets, Barreul is perhaps best known for his 

Memoirs Illustrating the History of Jacobinism, which he wrote while in exile from France in 

                                                
293 Ibid, 187.  
294 Leopold Engel, Geschichte des Illuminaten-Ordens (Berlin: H. Bermüher verlag, 1906), 402-
404. (Die merkwiirdigste, aber auch gleichzeitig groteskeste Beschuldigung, die jemals dem 
Illiminatenorden nachgesagt worden ist, war die, dass er die franzosische Revolution zur 
Explosion gebracht habe.) In the twenty-first century, this claim is perhaps now one of the 
mildest and least strange of those ascribed to the Illuminati. 
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London.295 Barreul scrupulously recorded details about the organization of the Illuminati, 

describing how Weishaupt and his fellows created the society, and how it operated. However, he 

also found time and space within his book to outline the true causes of the French Revolution, 

which Barreul believed were not chance, coincidence, or the result of a combination of major 

social, political, and economic factors. Specifically, he argued that “even to the most horrid 

deeds perpetrated during the French Revolution, every thing was foreseen and resolved on, was 

combined and premeditated: that they were the offspring of deep-thought villany [sic] …  lurking 

in the secret meetings where they had been conceived, and only watching the favorable moment 

of bursting forth.”296 Barreul either did not know or entirely disregarded the other factors 

historians generally agree upon for the beginning of the French Revolution when he wrote his 

books. Barreul argued throughout his book that the Jacobins were at the heart of the plot, and it 

was because of them that the revolution occurred in the first place.297 Because of the Jacobins the 

world was at war, Barreul claimed, and should people not heed his warnings, he believed that the 

rest of the world was in danger of succumbing to revolution and turmoil as well. 

According to Barreul, three different groups comprised the Jacobins; each of the three 

received separate treatment in their own volume of his monograph. The first of these 

conspirators, “men who styled themselves Philosophers” but whom Barreul referred to as “the 

                                                
295 Augustin Barreul, Mémoires pour servir à l'Histoire du Jacobinisme (London: Isaac Collins, 
1797-1799), 4 vols. The first volume was translated in 1798, with the others following closely 
behind. All four volumes had been translated by the end of 1798. It is also very possible that 
Americans translated their The first and third volumes, titled “The Antichristian Conspiracy” and 
“The Antisocial Conspiracy” respectively, are the most valuable for this particular project. They 
detail the supposed plot as well as the conspirators Barreul believed were involved; the third 
volume describes the history and practices of the Order of the Illuminati.  
296 Ibid, I: xii. 
297 “It was to attain this important object that all our researches on the sect have been directed at 
its chiefs, its origins, its plots, its plans, and its progress; more particularly investigating the 
means it employed to bring about the revolution, than describing its conduct during that 
revolution.” Ibid, I: xvi.  
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Sophisters of Impiety.”298 These so-called philosophers included, “[François-Marie Arouet, 

better known as] Voltaire the chief, [Jean le Rond] D'Alembert the most subtle agent, Frederick 

[of Prussia] the protector and often the adviser, [Denis] Diderot the forlorn hope.”299 These main 

conspirators soon attracted followers, who were “afterwards drawn into this conspiracy” had to 

be, in Barreul’s considered opinion, “generally stupid admirers or secondary agents.”300 Of 

philosophy and philosophism in general, Barreul claimed that, “philosophism is the error of 

every man, who judging of every thing by the standard of his own reason, rejects in religious 

matters every authority that is not derived from the light of nature.”301 Referring to them 

throughout the books as “libertines” or “dissemblers,” Barreul made plain his dislike and, at 

times, unchristian hatred of the philosophers. 

Barreul’s second group was the Freemasons, or what he called “the Sophisters of 

Rebellion” or “the Occult Lodges of Free-masonry.”302 Working hand-in-hand with the 

philosophers, the Freemasons subverted not only Christianity and organized religion, but also 

monarchical governments. Barreul set out the organizational rationale behind the Freemasons in 

arduous detail, as if by giving much factual information readers would overlook the jumps in 

logic and rational thinking he made in the rest of his book. Barreul claimed that after Masons 

passed beyond the first three degrees, the true idea behind the Freemasons was revealed to them. 

“… [T]he veil is rent asunder, where emblematical and allegorical figures are thrown aside, and 

where the twofold principle of Equality and Liberty is unequivocally explained by war against 

                                                
298 Ibid, I: xvi. 
299 Ibid, I: 1.  
300 Ibid, I: 1. 
301 Ibid, I: 2-3.  
302 Ibid, I: xvii. 
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Christ and his Altars, war against Kings and their Thrones!!!”303 He believed that the sole 

purpose of the organization of the Freemasonry was designed to subvert and overthrow 

Christianity and established governments in favor of liberty and equality, two of the watchwords 

of the French Revolution’s ideological impetus. Barreul also explained that, because there were 

so many proofs of evidence against the Masons, only a few examples would suffice for the 

whole, citing space constraints.304 He expressed a sort of horror at the religious tolerance of the 

Masons, noting that they “admit into this temple with equal indifference the Christian or the Jew, 

the Turk or the Idolater, in fine, without distinction of sect or religion.” Barreul argued that, 

“though many Masons may view this re-union in no other light than that of universal charity and 

benevolence … whether Jew, Gentile, Idolater, or Christian, it is nevertheless much to be feared” 

because “this re-union of error and falsehood only tends to infuse an indifference for all religious 

tenets into the minds of adepts, as a preparatory step to the denial of all” in the more advanced 

degrees of Masonry.305 Barreul thought that while on the surface the Masons’ open acceptance of 

all religions appeared good and benevolent, in reality this was a sham designed to teach new 

members how to loosen their religious bonds so that they could ultimately discard religion 

altogether. He disdained the Masons’ goal of fraternal association and harmony between 

members and believed there was more than met the eye with the Freemasons: “Their secret must 

contain something widely different from this fraternity, and something less innocent than the 

mirth of the Masonic table,” Barreul speculated.306 

                                                
303 Ibid, II: 283. 
304 Ibid: II: 283. His words to this effect were that, “these [proofs] alone would fill a large 
volume, and we wish to comprize [sic] them in this chapter.” 
305 Ibid, II: 285. 
306 Ibid, II: 286. 
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Lastly, Barreul discussed the “Sophisters of Impiety and Anarchy,” whom he claimed 

conspired “not only against Christ and his altars, but against every religion natural or revealed: 

not only against kings, but against every government, against all civil society, even against all 

property whatsoever.”307 In this book Barreul describes the formation of the Illuminati in detail 

with sources from the Bavarian Elector’s own seized records from key Illuminated members, 

such as Weishaupt and Adolph Knigge, second in command to Weishaupt.308 The Illuminati 

were part of the triple conspiracy against religion and monarchies that Barreul claimed existed. 

Of the founder of the Illuminati, Adam Weishaupt, Barreul had nothing but scorn and vitriol. In 

explaining what kind of man Weishaupt was, Barreul detailed a type of man that sometimes 

appeared, “formed with such unhappy dispositions, that we are led to consider them in no other 

view than as emanations from the evil genius, bereft by the avenging God of the power of doing 

good,” to which he further adds that these men are “imbecil [sic] in the sphere of wisdom” and 

are thus only “efficient in the arts of vice and destruction; they are ingenious in those 

conceptions, skilful in that cunning, and fruitful in those resources which enable them 

despotically to reign in the schools of falsehood, depravity, and wickedness.”309 The Illuminati, 

though “it preceded the French Revolution but by a few years,” was all the time it needed, “to 

combine all the errors, all the conspiracies, and all the crimes of the adepts of Impiety, Rebellion, 

or Anarchy, and which, under the name of Jacobin, was to consummate the dreadful 

                                                
307 Ibid, I: xvii. 
308 Knigge was particularly important in recruiting more influential members to the Illuminat; he 
clashed with Weishaupt over recruitment and the actual day-to-day operations of the sect, which 
he ended up leaving from in disgust four years after joining. 
309 Ibid, III: 1. Barreul was keen for his readers to know that he was completely justified in 
calling Weishaupt such names; Weishaupt’s own letters were some of his sources, and that is 
where Barreul was drawing his information about Weishaupt (III: 7). 
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Revolution.”310 In other words, Barreul believed that the Illuminati completed the triple 

conspiracy against religion and established monarchical governments. He went on to describe the 

true aims of the Illuminati:  

According to the wishes and intentions of this terrible and 
formidable sect, nations, astonished, have yet only seen the first 
part of the plans formed for that general Revolution which is to 
beat down every Throne— over turn every Altar — destroy all 

property—blot out every law— and conclude by the total 
dissolution of all society!311 
 

Barreul lashed out at the Illuminati for what he claimed were their real intentions, which the 

order had not yet finished unfurling upon the whole world. He thought that the Illuminati wanted 

to overthrow all the governments of the world as well as abolish all world religions as part of the 

“total dissolution of all society!” He claimed further that, “without leaving their secret dens, they 

unite and confound themselves with the Jacobins,” and that together with the Jacobins, the 

Illuminati planned to “prosecute that war of desolation which menaces with total ruin the Altar 

of every God— the Throne of every Monarch — the Law of every Society — and the Property 

of every Citizen.”312 That Barreul could imagine such terrible imputations and crimes to a 

society whose avowed purpose was to educate and illuminate people from backward thinking 

guided solely by religious instruction. 

Barreul’s main hobbyhorse throughout the books, however, was the “Jacobin sect,” 

whom he held responsible for not only the prior planning for the revolution, but also for all the 

“crimes” and “black deeds and atrocious acts” that came out of the revolution during its worst 

years.313 Barreul believed that his readers would realize at the end of the book that “this Jacobin 

                                                
310 Ibid, III: 8.  
311 Ibid, III: 10. 
312 Ibid, III: 10. 
313 Ibid, I: xiii. 
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sect must be crushed or society overthrown”—in Barreul’s mind there was no gray area between 

the two points, and that the two could not coexist with each other without destruction occurring. 

Calling them the “modern Vandals” and “brigands,” Barreul thought the Jacobins were the worst 

thing unleashed by the revolution.314 “… [B]efore Satan shall enjoy this triumphant spectacle, 

which the Illuminizing Code is preparing, let us examine how far success has hitherto attended 

on its footsteps? … How it engendered that disastrous monster called Jacobin, raging 

uncontrouled, and almost unopposed, in these days of horror and devastation.”315 Barreul here 

likened the Jacobins’ work as being only enjoyable to Satan, and that they left only devastation 

and horror in their wake in the guise of spreading Enlightenment ideals.  

Coming on the heels of Barreul’s speculative conspiracy theories was Scottish physicist 

and part-time conspiracy theorist John Robison’s book Proofs of a Conspiracy against all the 

Religions and Governments of Europe, carried on in the Secret Meetings of Free-Masons, 

Illuminati and Reading Societies, etc., collected from good authorities.
316

 Robison originally 

published his theories about the New World Order in 1797, which did not reach America until 

the following year.317 In his book Robison argued that the French Revolution was not caused by 

the bankruptcy of the French monarchy nor the French peoples’ unhappiness with the Estate 

system that limited their ability to rise in society, but was instead the result of an insidious plot 

by a combination of the Freemasons, the Illuminati, and a group he vaguely called “reading 

societies,” which were groups of men who became enlightened together as part of the Illuminati. 

                                                
314 Ibid, I: xv and III: 170. 
315 Ibid, III: 251. 
316 Barreul’s third book was published at the same time Robison’s book became public.  
317 The New World Order is how conspiracy theorists believe the world will look after it has 
been taken over by various groups, specifically in a totalitarian sense. See, for instance, Vernon 
Stauffer, New England and the Bavarian Illuminati (1918), or Michael Barkun, Culture of 

Conspiracy: Apocalyptic Visions in Contemporary America (2003), for more information about 
the New World Order theorists.  
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These three secret factions, according to Robison, plotted the whole of the Revolution from 

beginning to end.318 The point of Robison’s work was to make his British countrymen think 

about the true state of affairs, and to reveal the falseness behind the Illuminati (the Association 

Robison mentioned) and the Freemasons: 

If I can show that this was all a cheat, and that the Leaders of this 
Association disbelieved every word that they uttered, and every 
doctrine that they taught; and that their real intention was to 
abolish all religion, overturn every government, and make the 
world a general plunder and a wreck— if I can show, that the 
principles which the Founder and Leaders of this Association held 
forth as the perfection of human virtue, and the most powerful and 
efficacious for forming the minds of men, and making them good 
and happy, had no influence on the Founder and Leaders 
themselves, and that they were, almost without exception, the most 
insignificant, worthless, and profligate of men; I cannot but think, 
that such information will make my countrymen hesitate a little, 
and receive with caution, and even distrust, addresses and 
instructions which flatter our self-conceit…319 
 

Robison believed that the Illuminati knowingly lied to everybody about their true intentions, 

which were not “the perfection of human virtue” or making men “good and happy.” He further 

asserted that the Illuminati’s leadership was made up of the “most insignificant, worthless, and 

profligate of men.” All of these things, Robison hoped, would give his readers pause about things 

they heard or read about the Illuminati and Freemasonry, and that they would question things 

meant to flatter and praise themselves. To prove his assertions, Robison included letters 

supposedly from Weishaupt and other high-ranking Illuminati discussing their intentions to rule 

the world, “by this plan we shall direct all mankind. In this manner, and by the simplest means, 

                                                
318 John Robison, Proofs of a Conspiracy against all the Religions and Governments of Europe, 

carried on in the Secret Meetings of Free-Masons, Illuminati and Reading Societies, etc., 

collected from good authorities (New York: George Forman, 1798), 15.  
319 Ibid, 15-16. 
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we shall set all in motion and in flames.”320 Robison truly believed that the Illuminati planned 

the French Revolution, and had only bad intentions from the beginning, and that these plans 

would end with the world on fire. 

Like Barreul, Robison also provided a factually correct history of the Illuminati’s origins, 

he veered off into the deep end of paranoia when he commented that the sect “revived 

immediately after, under another name, and in a different form, all over Germany” and that from 

there, “it was again detected, and seemingly broken up; but it had by this time taken so deep root 

that it still subsists without being detected, and has spread into all the countries of Europe.”321 

This is by no means Robison’s most extreme conclusion of what he considered an impartial 

analysis of “the facts,” though. He alleged later in his book that the radical Jacobin Club was 

actually a Freemason lodge in disguise.322 Robison was so incensed by this fraud on the part of 

the Illuminati he mentioned in throughout his work, which appeared to work him into a frenzy by 

the end. To give his arguments more weight, Robison included snippets from confiscated letters 

he had somehow gained possession of, specifically the letters written by alleged Illuminated 

men. Robison was also not above taking potshots at what he called France’s “low-born generals 

and statesmen” who plundered the whole of Europe. Robison wrote, “We need only look at the 

plunder of Italy by the French army, to be convinced that their low-born generals and statesmen 

have in this respect the same notions with the Colberts and the Richlieus.”323 With this, Robison 

looked sadly upon the spectacle of France, which had once been the pearl of Europe, but was 

now corrupted, sunk, and lost in licentiousness and terror. In particular, “I have observed these 

doctrines gradually diffusing and mixing with all the different systems of Free Masonry; till, at 

                                                
320 Ibid, 116. This letter was from “Spartacus” to “Cato.” Cato was Knigge’s codename.   
321 Ibid, 18.  
322 Ibid, 39, 308 and 311.  
323 Ibid, 11.  
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last, an Association has been formed for the express purpose of ROOTING OUT ALL THE 

RELIGIOUS ESTABLISHMENTS, AND OVERTURNING ALL THE EXISTING 

governments of Europe.”324 Robison further claimed that the main leaders of the revolution were 

Illuminati members who had a stake in the success of the organization, which operated entirely 

in secret and hidden from view.325 Commenting on Robison’s arguments, Hofstadter writes, 

“John Robison’s tract of the Illuminati followed a pattern that has been repeated for over a 

century and a half. For page after page he patiently records the details he has been able to 

accumulate about the history of the Illuminati. Then, suddenly, the French Revolution has taken 

place, and the Illuminati have brought it about. What is missing is not veracious information 

about the organization, but sensible judgment about what can cause a revolution.”326 As 

Hofstadter noted, it was not that Robison and Barreul did not understand the Illuminati and what 

the group wanted to accomplish, or how and when they were founded, but that they left “sensible 

judgment” behind when they each began to think about causes of the French Revolution. 

However, one of the main issues both Robison and Barreul hoped to educate the public 

about was that the Illuminated (inducted members into the Order of the Illuminati) were 

attempting to abolish Christianity.327 The Reverend Jedidiah Morse of Charlestown, 

Massachusetts, led the charge in the United States of discussing the twin theses of Barreul and 

Robison in his fast day sermon in early May 1798. In his sermon, Morse promised to show his 

listeners, “in what respects, the present may considered as a day of trouble, of reviling, and 

                                                
324 Ibid, 14. 
325 Ibid, 15.  
326 Hofstadter, The Paranoid Style, 37. 
327 Ibid, 87 and Barreul, Memoirs, II: 283. Barreul said it best when he wrote, “sentiments of 
Religion are too deeply engraven in the minds of the people for Weishaupt to flatter himself with 
suddenly eradicating it, or at least substituting some capricious and sophisticated faith, which in 
reality would no more constitute a religion than the Worship of Reason, of which the French 
Revolution has given us an impure essay” (Barreul, Memoirs, III: 231). 
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blasphemy.”328 The trouble that Morse spoke about was that of America’s foreign relations with 

European countries at war with each other.329 He discussed the maritime depredations American 

merchants suffered, the impressment and seizure of American citizens, as well as the abuse of 

the United States’ envoys to France—all standard fare for a fast-day sermon.330 However, he also 

pointed his listeners’ eyes to the warnings that America was given should they fail to bribe 

France during the XYZ negotiations, America will “like, Venice, be erased from the list of 

nations; that they will annihilate the only free republic on earth, the only nation in the universe, 

which has manifested for [France] a cordial and real friendship!”331 Morse was obviously very 

angry at the threat the French delivered to the American envoys, but he was still more incensed 

at the threat to America laid out by Robison in his book. Morse explained further:  

Have we not reason to suspect that there is some secret plan in 
operation, hostile to true liberty and religion, which requires to be 
aided by these vile slanders? Are they not intended to bring into 
contempt those civil and religious institutions founded by our 
venerable forefathers, and to prostrate those principles and habits 
formed under them, which are the barriers of our freedom and 
happiness, and which have contributed essentially to promote both; 
and thus to prepare the way among us, for the spread of those 
disorganizing opinions, and that atheistical philosophy, which are 
deluging the Old World in misery and blood? We have reason, my 
brethren, to fear that this preparatory work is already begun, and 
made progress among us; and that it is a part of a deep-laid and 
extensive plan, which has for many years been in operation in 
Europe.332 
 

                                                
328 Jedidiah Morse, “A Sermon, Delivered at the New North Church in Boston, in the Morning 
and in the Afternoon at Charlestown, May 9th, 1798, Being the Day Recommended by John 
Adams, President of the United States, for Solemn Humiliation, Fasting, and Prayer” (Boston: 
Samuel Hall, 1798), 12. 
329 These troubles were also the reason the fast was declared by Adams in May 1798—Adams 
wanted Americans to think and pray for their country in its time of need.  
330 Ibid, 14-15. 
331 Ibid, 15. 
332 Ibid, 20. 
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Morse asked his listeners if the sound of a secret plot did not sound familiar to them because of 

the spread of terrible slanders against Christianity and “atheistical philosophy” from Europe. It 

was clear to Morse, even if it was not yet to his congregation, that there was, in fact, a vast 

conspiracy abroad that involved a group called “THE ILLUMINATED.” With this, Morse 

effectively removed the veil of secrecy from the Illuminati and brought it to the attention of New 

Englanders everywhere, as his listeners begged him to print his sermon for the benefit of those 

who were not in attendance.  

 Morse described the attempted conspiracy as a radical change to the existing way of life 

in all places that the Illuminati infiltrated, which Morse believed to be widespread. Part of the 

reason for its quick diffusion since 1775 was that the conspirators held high social positions and 

were often thought to be pillars of the community because of their education and their 

occupations. Here, Morse discussed how these traitors were attempting to subvert American 

culture and traditions:   

Their aim is, to enlist in every country, “such as have frequently 
declared themselves discontented with the usual institutions”—to 
“acquire the direction of education—of church management—the 
professorial chair and of the pulpit—to bring their opinions into 
fashion by every art, and to spread them among young people by 
the help of young writers.”333 
 

This plot, Morse observed, was to be directed by people in positions of power over others, 

especially by those with the ability and opportunity to sway the uninitiated over to the 

Illuminati’s opinions about the New World Order.334  

Morse shuddered to think of the consequences should the Illuminati’s conspiracy 

succeed—“‘to root out and abolish Christianity, and overturn all civil government.’ Their 

                                                
333 Ibid, 21-22. 
334 Ibid, 21-22. Evidently, Morse did not see the irony in his exposing this conspiracy in his 
church’s pulpit.  
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principles are avowedly atheisticial. They … advocate sensual pleasures agreeably to the 

Epicurean philosophy—call patriotism and loyalty narrow minded prejudices, incompatible with 

universal benevolence,” and worse still, Morse added, the Illuminati “declaim against the baneful 

influence of accumulated property, and in favor of liberty and equality as the unalienable rights 

of man.” Morse gave a series of issues that his parishioners should be concerned about, if the 

Illuminati’s conspiracy was successful. They wanted to destroy Christianity, which was a source 

of pride and strength to New England. The Illuminati believed in sensual pleasures over those of 

the intellect, which Morse might have been referring to their obvious lack of republican feeling, 

shown in their belittling of patriotism and loyalty as mere “narrow minded prejudices.” Morse 

spent so much effort and time explaining to his listeners about the Illuminati menace because 

they represented an attack against the New England way of life.  

He harangued his congregation by further noting that the Illuminati meant to dissolve 

marriages because they “advocate[d] a promiscuous intercourse between the sexes.”335 All of 

these “opinions” of the Illuminati, he believed, echoed that of the French Revolution, which he 

thought was the order’s doing. Morse even went so far as to claim, as Robison did, that the 

military successes of the French armies were due to Illuminati influence on the Continent.336 

Morse’s paranoia got the better of him when he began talking about the Illuminati and Jacobin 

influence throughout the United States, however. He mentioned Thomas Paine’s The Age of 

Reason, which Morse believed was being spread assiduously through various individuals as well 

as American Jacobin societies who believed in Paine’s ideas.337 Morse was especially pleased by 
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what he saw as Americans’ “increasing union” with each other, which he believed went against 

everything he saw in France in 1798, as well as the lessening of the power of the Republicans, 

which he called “their party” in America.338 Could this be a revival and strengthening of 

American republicanism, or what Morse referred to as “American spirit?”339 Could there indeed 

be a return to virtuous ideals and simple patriotism occurring in New England? Though Morse 

does not go so far as to claim this in his sermon, it is possible that he saw positive changes 

happening in Boston to that effect. 

In all ways, the Illuminati’s conspiracy spelled trouble for New England, Morse pointed 

out. They meant to remove all that New Englanders knew and replace it with radical ideas and 

principles that eradicated their way of life, much as they had earlier done in France during the 

revolution there. In some ways, Morse’s fear over the Illuminati foreshadowed American 

paranoia over socialism and communism in the later nineteenth and throughout the twentieth 

centuries. Americans, in the early part of the nineteenth century or in the mid-twentieth century, 

did not like challenges to the status quo, as Morse’s discourse shows. Morse pleaded with his 

listeners to understand that this was not just idle speculation, because Americans “have reason to 

tremble for the safety of our political, as well as our religious ark. Attempts are [being made] … 

to undermine the foundations of both.”340 Before returning to a more religious discussion, Morse 

ominously ended his discussion on the Illuminati menace by saying, “if these foundations be 

destroyed, and infidelity and atheism prevail, what will the righteous do? Let us then search for 
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the … accursed things, among us, and let them be taken away and destroyed.”341  Morse’s 

sermon advocated New Englanders actively root out suspected Illuminati infidels and Jacobin 

traitors, because they represented devastating threats to the nation’s security as well as 

prosperity. 

Writing almost simultaneously as Morse was Theodore Dwight, the president of Yale 

University. Dwight struck a blow at what he also believed was the menace of the Illuminati in his 

Fourth of July oration of 1798. In this speech, Dwight gave a somewhat factually correct history 

of the sect derived from Robison before plunging into a list of what he thought were the true 

doctrines of the group.342 Among the ones listed, Dwight included, “CHASTITY and natural 

affection were declared to be nothing more than groundless prejudices. ADULTERY, 

assassination, poisoning, and other crimes of the like infernal nature, were taught as lawful, and 

even as virtuous actions.”343 Dwight expressed horror at the crimes that the Illuminati allegedly 

promoted in their group, and was further horror-struck with the Illuminati’s supposed spread 

throughout the German principalities, France, Switzerland, Italy, England, and Scotland, but also 

to “several such societies are recorded as having been erected in America, before the year 

1786.”344 Because of the beliefs and opinions that the Illuminati were given to believe, Dwight 

thought it “remarkable” that a lot of the same ideas were also espoused and “publicly avowed 

and applauded in the French legislature.”345 This clearly pointed to the Illuminati having some 

sort of hand in the French Revolution, if the French legislature was supportive of so many of the 
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Order of the Illuminati’s doctrines. What particularly horrified Dwight was the Illuminati and 

thus the French’s desire to “engage mankind in an open and professed war against God.”346 That 

these two groups wanted nothing more than to attack God and Christianity proclaimed them to 

be nothing more than antichrist. Therefore, Dwight argued to his congregation, the most 

important thing that New Englanders could do to stop the spread of this irreligious ideology was 

to continue to practice religious worship. “Where religion prevails, Illuminatism cannot make 

disciples, a French [D]irectory cannot govern, a nation cannot be made slaves, nor villains, nor 

atheists, nor beasts.”347 Without religion, however, New Englanders and the rest of America 

would become nothing more than wild animals, without freedom and without government—an 

anarchical society open to conquest from other lawless countries.  

Dwight was not finished with his sermon at this point, though. He continued by 

discussing the need for a separation from all other nations, specifically France. France, he 

believed, offered nothing good for America, and so the United States’ best course of action was 

to shun the French. “Is it, that we may change our holy worship into a dance of Jacobin phrenzy, 

and that we may behold a strumpet personating a Goddess on the altars of JEHOVAH?” 

Continuing along this vein, Dwight added, “Is it that we see … our children, either wheedled or 

terrified, uniting in the mob, chanting mockeries against God, and hiding in the sounds of Ca ira 

the ruin of their religion, and the loss of their souls?”348 Dwight mentioned too the possibility of 

American wives and daughters becoming prostitutes, and thus dishonored and polluted by legal 

prostitution while God and their fellow man looked upon these victimized women with loathing 

and disgust. These things would all come to pass should America become “partakers of these 
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sins” by siding with the French and the Illuminati. “Shall we introduce [these sins] into our 

government, our schools, our families? Shall our sons become the disciples of Voltaire, and the 

dragoons of Marat; or our daughters the concubines of the Illuminati?”349 If Americans did 

nothing, only negative things would happen to the United States, Dwight argued.  

Like New England’s ministers throughout the rest of the 1800s and 1810s, Dwight 

hammered upon his congregation with warnings of what would happen if the United States did 

not steer clear of France—“we shall still receive our share of their plagues,” he warned, giving 

his listeners scriptural examples of those who did not heed God’s words.350 He also gave further 

proof of the truth of his message by mentioning several countries in Europe who had suffered 

because of their connection and interactions with the French, who Dwight claimed, “has been the 

chief seat of the evils” as well as “that the government of France has destroyed the independence 

of every nation, which has confided in it.”351 Further, Dwight piled up the problems within 

subjugated nations who had fallen afoul with the French. “… [T]he miseries suffered … have 

been numberless and extreme, involving the loss of national honour, the immense plunder of 

public and private property, the conflagration of churches and dwellings, the total ruin of 

families,” and concluded with “the butchery of great multitudes of fathers and sons, and the most 

deplorable dishonour of wives and daughters,” and he added that “the same miseries will be 

repeated here, if in [France’s] power.”352 Dwight’s emphasis is interesting here. While all of the 

terrors the French brought about were terrible, he classified the ones against humans last, while 

the country’s “national honour” and was first. Does this mean Dwight saw America’s potential 

loss of prestige as the worst thing the French could do? Or did he write his list in ascending order 
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of importance (therefore, least to most terrible) with the rape and subsequent public shaming of 

American women as the absolute worst possible thing the French could cause? Although unclear, 

what is transparently obvious is that Dwight was concerned about America’s connections to a 

nation that many considered to be thoroughly infested with irreligious, anti-Christian Illuminati 

members who sought to topple organized religion throughout the rest of the world. This was 

something to fear, in Dwight’s considered opinion. 

Religious men were not the only New Englanders concerned with the Illuminati’s 

schemes in the 1790s. The Connecticut lawyer William Brown delivered a July 4 oration in 1799 

that discussed the Illuminati’s supposed attempt to subvert human freedoms and liberties, and 

which all stemmed from that most atheistic and barbaric country imaginable, France. Alluding to 

“the scheme of revolutionizing,” Brown described in his oration a plot woven by “self called 

philosophers” who were “the zealous idolaters of vice, in all its hideous forms, and the 

determined foes of Christianity, in all its various denominations.”353 Brown believed that French 

philosophes organized and plotted the entire course of the French Revolution, and further, did 

not question this whatsoever, because “it is now confirmed, by testimony which cannot lie.”354 

This infallibly honest and true testimony he spoke of was Barreul’s exposé. “That a conspiracy 

of a formidable nature against the church and the state, has for a long time existed on the 

European continent, cannot now, be doubted,” which Brown attributed to the “learned and 

indefatigable Abbe [sic] Barreul.” Brown argued that this conspiracy planned to destroy “the 

blessings of civil life, and every human happiness, the society of the ILLUMINATI, and the 

OCCULT LODGES of free-masonry,” and “have exhausted the powers of the human mind, in 
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inventing and combining, a series of dread mysteries, unhallowed machinations, and disastrous 

plots.”355 Similarly to Dwight and Morse, Brown did not doubt that the conspiracy planned to 

overturn everything in America that had ever been known. This plot was not confusing to non-

initiates of the Illuminati like Brown, Morse, and Dwight.356 He attempted to outline what the 

Illuminati and philosophes machinations were: 

Indeed their plan has been, in all things, to disturb and overwhelm, 
the established order of thought, that they might with greater ease, 
introduce a mysterious faith, and a profane and fearful worship, 
which was to deluge the earth with their crimes. Their principles, 
are those of anarchy and impiety, which they have scattered, like 
fire-brands, over the face of the whole earth, carrying wherever 
they went, misery, conflagration, and death. These restless apostles 
of iniquity have not been satisfied with the diffusion of their 
poison, over a few kingdoms and empires; but urged on by the 
genius of fanaticism and terror, their fixed and unalterable purpose 
is, not to cease from their horrid labors, until the accomplishments 
of what they, in blasphemous mockery, call the regeneration of the 
world.357 
 

Brown supposed that the end-goal for the conspiracy was “the regeneration of the world.” Those 

who wanted to undermine the current world order sought to remake the world anew, but in a way 

that would be completely unrecognizable to anyone not in on the scheme. The new world would 

be one of “misery, conflagration, and death”—an even more unhappy one than that which 

already existed. Brown insinuated that this treacherous group had already succeeded in part of 

Europe, but would not stop there, but would continue to spread across the face of the earth. 

 However, Brown struggled when he reached the point where Barreul argued that the 

Illuminati were in league with the Freemasons, however. Specifically, he agonized over how to 

defame the bad Freemasons while not castigating the entire order. Why? Because Barreul’s ideas 
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endangered the reputation of the venerable and much beloved George Washington, a known 

Mason; Brown sought to expiate Washington from any part of the Illuminati’s mission. “No 

good man will believe, that our greatest and best character Gen. Washington, would add his 

name and give his sanction to a society, which had for its object, the destruction of religion and 

government.”358 Brown believed that there must be two separate Freemason lodges operating at 

the same time—one, the fraternal organization that Washington and his like belonged to; and 

two, the so-called “Occult” lodges that promoted the Illuminati’s designs. Otherwise, it did not 

add up that Washington would have knowingly joined and supported such a group—“no good 

man will believe” that sort of thing, Brown thought. Besides, Brown added, “the Abbe, was 

himself a mason, and knew how to make the proper discrimination.”359 Brown despaired of his 

current times when he bemoaned, “never has a system existed, so full fraught with mischief; and 

its effects, so terrible to the affairs of mankind. To say that the dark ages are revived, in the plans 

of modern philosophism, is a feeble expression.”360 Like Morse and Dwight, Brown did not 

doubt that there was a conspiracy afoot, and that it boded ill for Americans in all parts of the 

country because of the grand scale and destructiveness it caused wherever it went.  

Another weighed in on the supposed conspiracy by the Illuminati from an entirely 

different angle than those previously discussed. The Reverend Abraham Bishop, a Republican 

clergyman from Connecticut, was one of the most outspoken of New Englanders when it came to 

speaking about conspiracies and paranoid ideas. However, in a sermon of his from 1801, Bishop 

flatly denied that there ever had been an Illuminati conspiracy, and certainly not one involving 

America. “These are the writers who undertook to prove, that the French Revolution originated 
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in philosophy and infidelity. Delusion blessed them for failing the true cause, which every 

American knew to have been the excessive oppression of that people, under their ancient 

government.”361 In two sentences Bishop destroyed the paranoid ideas of Barreul and Robison 

entirely. Robison and Barreul claimed that the Illuminati planned the French Revolution, but 

Bishop thought it was patently clear to “every American” what the true causes were—“the 

excessive oppression” the French government imposed upon the people. He added that: 

Fortunately for us most of these delusions have lost their effect. 
Robinson and Barreul can deceive no more. The 17 philosophical 
work shops of Satan have never been found: not one illuminatus, 
major nor minor, has been discovered in America, though their 
names have been published, and though their existence here is as 
clearly proved as was their existence in Europe. … The terrible 
outcry about French atheism has met a similar fate, and the charges 
of French cruelty sink out of sight before the characteristic crimes 
of Britain, which fashion obliges us to read on the anniversaries of 
independence.362  
 

Essentially, Bishop pointed out, there was nothing to all the bluster about the Illuminati—it was 

all part of a “delusion,” one that could not be proved since Satan’s seventeen workshops were 

never found. While he believed that this pseudo-conspiracy was part of the struggle between the 

Federalists and the Republicans, Bishop ultimately blamed much of the controversy on Britain 

and their rabble-rousing, especially in light of alleged British crimes against America. As a 

Republican, Bishop found it relatively easy to blame Britain for unleashing the Illuminati mess. 

Robison was a British citizen by way of Scotland, and Barreul lived an émigré’s existence in 

London—to Bishop, Britain was obviously at fault for letting these dissemblers publish 

ridiculous allegations about the causes of the revolution.  
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 As historian Daniel Pipes points out in his book on conspiracy, the Illuminati conspiracy 

made sense to most New Englanders because of the tangled web of circumstances that made up 

the French Revolution. He writes:  

The revolution’s enemies had great difficulty grasping what had 
happened in France, much less knowing how to fight it. The events 
after 1789 … defied traditional classifications because it 
constituted the largest event of history. Many interpreters offered 
explanations for the causes and the course of the revolution, a 
process still underway two centuries later. … If the most intelligent 
and virtuous of men created a monster that devoured them and 
countless others, clearly something too big to be accounted for the 
old-fashioned way had come into existence. This left a 
conspiratorial explanation.363 
 

While Bishop’s argument against the Illuminati’s involvement was that it was transparently 

obvious to “every American” what had caused the revolution, perhaps he was overstating his 

case. There was clearly a subset of people within the United States and Europe who could not 

wrap their heads around what had happened in France in the previous ten years, and so turned to 

the conspiracy theory for answers. 

 The conspiracy theory was also popular with others who believed that there were people 

in America who wanted to subvert the political and social structure of the United States. These 

people sprang into action after the foundation of the Society of the Cincinnati and its proposed 

hereditary rules for membership, which struck nerves deeply in certain people, such as Thomas 

Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, and Samuel Adams, among others.  

Society of the Cincinnati 

 The Society of the Cincinnati was established in the immediate aftermath of the 

American Revolutionary War in 1783 as the first veterans’ organization in the new United 

States, specifically for officers of the Continental Army. The Society wanted to honor fallen 
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officers and memorialize their efforts during the war, as well as to support officers who fell on 

hard times after the war’s end through charity efforts. Even with the seemingly pacific and 

benevolent objectives the Cincinnati put forth, Americans seeking traitors in their midst found 

reasons to disbelieve the group almost as soon as it was created, and further began to see French 

influence at work in their new government.  

 People’s outrage over the Cincinnati stemmed from its charter, which called for 

members’ eldest sons to inherit a membership into the Society to make sure of the Cincinnati’s 

continuity through time. This title of primogeniture within the United States provoked fears 

within observers about the possibility of the rise of a new aristocracy that was centered around 

the group. Pennsylvanian Benjamin Franklin commented in a letter to his daughter on what he 

called the “hereditary knights” of America. He claimed that he did not care if they should wear 

decorations showing their past service, but he drew the line at their “entailing [their fancy] as an 

honor on their posterity. For honor, worthily obtained (as that, for example, of our officers), is in 

its nature a personal thing, and incommunicable to any but those who had some share in 

obtaining it.”364 Thus Franklin’s objections to the group were based on the fact that the officers’ 

sons would not have earned the same rights as their fathers since they had not served in a war—

they should not be singled out for something they did not possess themselves. Franklin gave 

several learned examples of what he meant, including one about the failings of the European 

nobility. Franklin wrote:  

But the descending honor, to a posterity who could have no share 
in obtaining it, is not only groundless and absurd, but often hurtful 
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to that posterity, since it is apt to make them proud, disdaining to 
be employed in useful arts, and thence falling into poverty, and all 
the meannesses, servility, and wretchedness attending it; which is 
the present case with much of what is called the noblesse in 
Europe.365 
 

Franklin believed that aristocracy’s failing was that nobles were too proud to work, which then 

caused them to fall into “all the meannesses, servility, and wretchedness” of poverty. These were 

things he did not care to see happen in the United States. To correct this, Franklin added, “I wish, 

therefore, that the Cincinnati, if they must go on with their project, would direct the badges of 

their order to be worn by their fathers and mothers, instead of handing them down to their 

children. It would be a good precedent, and might have good effect.”366 Franklin further believed 

that the Cincinnati’s plan could only end in “jealousy, envy, and ill-will” of other Americans not 

hereditary members of the Society.367 Instead, Franklin offered up a solution, “I hope, therefore, 

that the Order will drop this part of their project, and content themselves as the Knights of the 

Garter, Bath, Thistle, St. Louis, and other Orders of Europe do, with a life enjoyment of their 

little badge and riband, and let the distinction die with those who have merited it.” He added as a 

way of concluding, “This, I imagine, will give no offence.”368 Had the Cincinnati consulted 

Franklin first on their charter, perhaps the controversy would not have occurred and the offense 

would not have been given. However, they did not, and the controversy soon spiraled far beyond 

anyone’s imagination.  

 Samuel Adams weighed in on the Cincinnati issue in a letter to his friend Elbridge Gerry. 

Adams wrote about his concern that the Society’s charter introduced not only an aristocracy into 
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the United States, but also the potential for feudalism in its unsettled western lands. “May not 

numbers of them join in taking up large tracts together and send for herds of men from Germany 

to settle them? … May not these tenants be made to hold their lands according to the ancient 

proper feudal tenor, military service & fealty to their landlords?”369 Adams’ letter touched upon 

an issue that the Society probably never considered, or thought could ever become a problem. 

American feudalism? Using German-speaking peasants as the Cincinnati’s prospective tenants? 

How could one make the leap from benevolent fraternal organization to secret group plotting the 

creation of an aristocracy and feudal society within the United States? It truly boggles the mind.  

Jefferson, too, added his disfavor of the entire Society with his writing of the 1785 Ordinance 

that dealt with how the western territories would be divided and what their process toward future 

statehood would be. In that document, Jefferson specifically set down that owners of hereditary 

titles could not live in the Ohio territory, which he cited as proof that Congress itself 

“disapproved of the Cincinnati, not mentioning the fact that he [Jefferson] himself had written 

it.”370 Adams also chimed in with his feelings about the prohibition of title holders in the west, 

citing again his own fears of potential issues there.  

 The issue of a hereditary aristocracy struck a painful nerve for many in the new United 

States. An anonymous writer detailed in a letter to the editor of a Rhode Island newspaper that, 

“No person has for a long time dared to lift the pen against a combination the most dangerous 

that ever threatened the Commonwealth, or that ever insulted a free people with the paltry 
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trammels of Nobility.”371 Writing for the United States Chronicle of Providence, Rhode Island, 

the writer, calling himself “Brutus,” described the multitude of problems the Cincinnati posed for 

the republic. First, Brutus confronted the fact that the Society was self-created—that is, they 

were a “body of men illegally combined.” The critique of a self-created group was that they were 

illegitimate in nature. Nobody in political power sanctioned the Cincinnati, and Brutus argued 

that the Society’s “existence is in direct violation to every State Constitution in the Union; and 

repugnant to a clause in our boasted New Federal Government.”372 Because it was self-created, 

the Society functioned without a check to its apparently limitless power, according to Brutus. 

With this power, Brutus feared the possibility of the Cincinnati upsetting the delicate balance 

that had just come into being in America. By creating itself out of nothing, Brutus contended that 

the organization existed outside of the sphere of the Constitution and legality itself. What kind of 

thing was that to have in a new country? Next, Brutus attacked the issue of the Cincinnati’s 

charter—the section that extended membership to the group to Revolutionary War officers and 

their firstborn sons in perpetuity. The Cincinnati through its President-General Washington 

disavowed that portion of the document, and sent out in 1784 a circular stating such, placing the 

responsibility for realizing this change upon each state’s individual chapter. In a sense, this 

farmed out the labor of the hereditary amendment to Cincinnati members in every state where a 

Society existed, rather than forcing Washington to compel each state to do so personally. As 

Brutus triumphantly pointed out, by September 1789, only three of the thirteen states had altered 

their charters—five years after Washington’s circular letter.  
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The real problem behind the hereditary membership lay in the meaning of inheritance. 

With inherited membership in the Cincinnati passed down from father to son to grandson ad 

infinitum, the Cincinnati stood poised to self-perpetuate itself for all times. As many critics 

before Brutus complained, this notion stunk with an aristocratic reek wholly out of place in the 

untainted United States. Brutus saw the Cincinnati as attempting to “undermine the public weal, 

our liberty and our country,” and that, having done so, “the middle and lower ranks of life of all 

influence, and all importance” would be consigned to “the most palpable contempt, and 

reduce[d] them to the completest [sic] nullity.” Aristocracy was the exact opposite of what 

Thomas Jefferson set forth in the Declaration of Independence’s Preamble when he wrote “all 

men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, 

that among these are Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness.”373 Aristocracy meant that one 

man (or a group of men, in the case of the Cincinnati) stood head and shoulders above others. 

That was not equality. In effect, Brutus sees the Cincinnati as an attempt at creating an American 

aristocracy from the cream of society—the officers of the Revolutionary War who were, for the 

most part, wealthy citizens—that were thus poised to overthrow the rest of America’s citizens.  

 A hereditary aristocracy was one thing. But what is an aristocracy without a monarchy? 

Historian Markus Hünemörder writes that, “for most critics, a monarchy seemed an escalation of 

aristocracy and the highest possible form of treason against the republican ideals of the American 

Revolution.”374 Hünemörder believes that so many critics made the leap from the Cincinnati to 

aristocracy and monarchy because the group reminded people of European knightly orders that 

served kings. Many claimed that that job was to be filled by the President-General of the Society, 
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General George Washington, living as a true Cincinnatus at his plow at Mount Vernon after he 

gave up his sword at the war’s successful end. Washington was the only possible candidate that 

could be tolerable as a king. Washington, as has been discussed before, was admired for his civic 

virtue, republicanism, military prowess, and his awe-inspiring personal prestige. Yet this slur 

was perhaps the worst that one could either hurl at someone or be called. And, as Hünemörder 

points out very astutely, “in the 1780s, one simply did not criticize Washington, the only man 

universally admired from New England to Georgia, the only Founding Father to achieve secular 

sainthood during his lifetime.”375 One person who dared to say a critical word against the 

venerable Washington was Elbridge Gerry of Massachusetts. Writing to Stephen Higginson, one 

of Massachusetts’ delegates to Congress, Gerry fulminated at length against Washington’s 

supposed plans of monarchy: 

If it be said that [General Washington] has given us too strong 
proofs of his patriotism, to admit of a Jealousy that he would 
permit such an Event; the Answer is easy & natural. It may be in 
his power to put such a Machine in Motion, but not to stop its 
progress. But admitting he could, is it certain that he would have 
such a Disposition? He is subject to Errors, as well as another 
person, & finding himself at the Head of a Society, which are 
attached by every Tye of Friendship to his person, & for a long 
Time been subject to his Nod; if he supposes the publick Interest 
may be promoted by a Change of Government, is it not probable 
that he will attempt it; & is not the undertaking such, that if once 
made, it must either terminate successfully or in his Ruin. 
Moreover, when a Crown is in View, who will answer for the 
patriotism of any Man? Who dare be responsible for it? If any 
person is so unwise as to offer himself a pledge, for the self denial 
of another to a Throne, or of a great Number of enterprizing [sic] 
Men to peerdoms, under such powerful Temptations, that person 
may be generous in his Disposition, but I will venture to pronounce 
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him in point of Sagacity, as being unfit, & unqualified for a 
Statesman.376  
 

Gerry took aim at Washington’s seemingly pristine reputation, claiming that he was just a man 

like any other. And like all men, who could honestly could refuse such a thing as a proffered 

crown? What was the likelihood that one could remain steadfastly attached to their patriotic duty 

to their country at such a time? Gerry could not countenance such a person, and so did not 

understand Washington’s reluctance to take what might have been his—that is, if it had been 

offered by the Cincinnati in the first place, which it was not.  

 “Brutus,” the United States Chronicle’s pseudonymous writer, joined Gerry in his 

criticism of Washington. “The conduct of a Washington in this case, is as extraordinary as it is 

unaccountable. On the very day the association was completed, he who had appeared so great, 

declaring he would become again a private individual; Washington the first citizen of our 

republic, and deliverer of the people, was ambitious of being distinguished from his fellow 

citizens.”377 Brutus’ disappointment in Washington is palpable, and is even more so when Brutus 

continued his diatribe against Washington, “was it possible that he should not feel how much his 

name was superior to all distinctions—the hero of the revolution, which broke the chains of half 

the world? Was it possible that he should not scorn the guilty, dangerous, and vulgar honour, of 

being the HEAD OF A PARTY?”378 Washington as a republican idol failed Brutus in that he 

revealed himself to be nothing more than an ordinary man with ambitions of his own. This ran 
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counterfactual to what New Englanders saw from Washington during and immediately after the 

Revolution, and confounded expectations of his behavior from then onwards.   

 Indeed, Washington’s membership within the Society bothered many commentators. The 

Massachusetts Centinel published an account of the Cincinnati’s request of Washington to 

become the President-General of their group. “Whatever may be the intentions of the original 

design—or whatever consequences may possibly result from the continuance of that institution, 

one circumstance that greatly recommends it is [Washington’s own membership.]”379 While the 

Centinel had no problems with the Cincinnati, the same was not true of the Massachusetts’ 

legislature, the paper reported. The committee tasked to look into the Society wrote that the 

Cincinnati was “unjustifiable, and if not properly discountenanced, may be dangerous to the 

peace, liberty and safety of the United States in general, and this Commonwealth in 

particular.”380 The Philadelphia-based Freeman's Journal the next month included a story about 

Rhode Island’s “determin[ation]” to “disenfranchise any and every person who is a member of 

the order of Cincinnati, and render them incapable of holding any post of honour and trust in that 

government.”381 

 Washington struck back against the allegations against the group in May 1784 with a 

circular letter to the Cincinnati and subsequently published throughout New England and the 

Mid-Atlantic. In his letter, Washington noted that, “notwithstanding we are confident the highest 

evidence can be produced from your past, and will be given by your future behaviour, that you 

could not have been motivated by any other motives than those of friendship, patriotism, and 
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benevolence: … as our designs, in some respects, have been misapprehended.”382 Washington 

believed that the reason for this confusion was that the Society’s charter was drawn up in haste—

that was the only answer to why people could misunderstand the point of a group of old soldiers 

that sought to help each other out in their times of need. He also announced changes that were to 

be made to the group for “more effectually carrying our humane designs into execution.” Before 

he discussed the alterations, he reiterated the point of the Cincinnati, which was to keep in close 

contact with friends made while in the army who might never see each other again. He pointedly 

disavowed any other motivations that were later ascribed to the Society, “we know our motives 

were irreproachable.” Perhaps Washington thought that his personal prestige would shepherd the 

group into being accepted as it was; whatever he thought, he agreed that changes needed to 

happen. He hoped that the alterations to the Cincinnati’s charter would alleviate much of the 

hostility the Society incurred. These changes mainly revolved around the problematic issue of 

the hereditary membership. The emendments did not alter the “friendly and benevolent nature” 

of the organization, which Washington highlighted at the end of his letter as “these two great 

original pillars, FRIENDSHIP and CHARITY.” With this, he believed “the institution as now 

altered and amended will be perfectly satisfactory.” If that did not work, Washington appealed to 

readers’ heartstrings by talking about the widows and orphans the Cincinnati’s charity helped, 

and those who had “seen better days and merited a milder fate.”383 Surely nobody could argue 

against those goals nor Washington’s gravitas and personal integrity in such a thing as this.  

 However, trouble still loomed for the Cincinnati, despite all of Washington’s rhetoric to 

the contrary. The Boston Independent Chronicle included a short story about the spread of 
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members of the Society into the newly established federal government just five years later. The 

story warned that voters should make sure that “other interests should at least have a small 

weight in the Federal Legislature.”384 The paper’s publishers, Nourse and Adams, wanted to keep 

the Cincinnati’s presence within the government small to limit their influence. The problem with 

this approach, however, lay in the membership of the Cincinnati—men who were respected in 

their communities because of their republican service to their country without regard to their own 

best interests, men like George Washington. Adams and Nourse wanted the impact of Cincinnati 

members’ to be very small; they also argued against voters electing more lawyers, because as 

they mentioned at the end of their brief story, “It being supposed by some, that even the 

Commerce, Agriculture, and Manufactures of this country, are branches nearly as essential to its 

prosperity, as the establishment of the lawyer, or the promotion of the order of Cincinnati.”385 

Pointing out that there were other important industries within the new United States besides the 

law and the military, Nourse and Adams encouraged voters to select legislators for Congress in 

more varied occupations than what already existed. In this way, the publishers believed, 

America’s best interests would be represented in a way they would not before with only lawyers 

and Cincinnati-men. 

 A main concern for many opponents of the Cincinnati rested on its international standing. 

The king of France during the American Revolution, Louis XVI, ordered the creation of a French 

Society of the Cincinnati in 1784, a year after the American foundation, to honor French veterans 

of the American Revolutionary War. Fears emerged soon after about the potential of French 

Cincinnati exerting their influence not only in the organization, but also in the United States’ 
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government. The Philadelphia-based Independent Gazetteer reprinted an editorial from the 

Boston Gazette full of criticisms about the Cincinnati. Among these, the Gazette worried about 

the French connection:  

As a master stroke of policy to effect their nefarious system, [the 
Cincinnati] have formed an alliance with the nobility of France, by 
admitting a great number of them into the order of the Cincinnati. 
These French-American nobles are authorised by the regulations to 
establish the order of the Cincinnati in France, conformably to the 
spirit of a monarchical government … Thus they have fixed one 
pillar of the immense arch of nobility on the other side of the 
Atlantic, permanent and immovable … whereupon to spring the 
arch of union…386  

The Boston Gazette’s editorial struck at what they saw as the Cincinnati’s attempts to recreate a 

European-style nobility in the United States through their alliance with French war veterans. This 

was but the first step to the erection of a hereditary aristocracy in America, the Gazette warned. 

The Gazette fulminated upon the establishment of such a group in France, which it claimed the 

French monarchy would use for its own devious ends, “for that politic court will ever know how 

to improve it to their greatest advantage.”387 France’s king knew how to manipulate and abuse 

people and groups, making him “your most dangerous enemy,” according to the Gazette. All of 

this was destined to end in the American people reduced to the wretched state of slavery and 

feudalism as was the case in France under their monarchy and nobility. 

 In the midst of the ratification process of the Constitution, the American Herald and the 

Worcester Recorder published a story about “the abominable Federal Lies propagated by the 

friends of the New Constitution.”388 Among the ideas they claimed the Federalists supported 

included things like taxes so cheap “that the poorest person might pay them with the greatest 
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ease;” that Samuel Adams would be selected as governor of Massachusetts immediately; and, 

worst of all, “No. 5. That an abolition of the Noble Order of Cincinnati, would be accomplished 

by the New Congress, by which the fears of the people, arisen in consequence of this self-created 

order, may be quieted.”389 Again the issue of the self-created nature of the group raised its ugly 

head. Perhaps the Herald’s editor, Edward-Eveleth Powars, feared the Constitutional Convention 

as a group that was self-created—after all, the Convention was convened to discuss trading rights 

under the Articles of Confederation, not to write an entirely new governing document that, at its 

core, was the epitome of self-creation. 

 Some took the opportunity of the Cincinnati uproar to attack their competitors and 

enemies. In particular, the Massachusetts Centinel and the Independent Chronicle waged a 

veritable war in print against each other for a time. The Centinel carried an “advertisement” from 

the Independent Chronicle’s “Dictators, Directors, and Inspectors” for authors of a new 

publication entitled “The Garretteer’s Avenger, or the Plagi-Scurrilliad.” This new publication, 

the Centinel assured its readers, would continue the Chronicle’s history of “superior splendour of 

[the first edition’s] radiance, completely establish its character for abuse, scurrility, evasion, 

defamation, and the abuse of amiable and federal men.” The Chronicle, the Centinel continued, 

was accepting submissions along those lines. The Chronicle’s new column would also continue 

to defame the then-Lieutenant Governor Samuel Adams as being a “Cincinnati Nobleman” along 

with being “an avaricious man.”390 The Centinel’s attacks against the Chronicle became so 

virulent that an unaffiliated paper, the Boston Gazette, stepped into the fray to offer its comments 

on the issue. One of the Centinel’s writers, using the pseudonym “Laco,” wrote scathing 

critiques against Massachusetts Governor John Hancock; the Gazette fired back that Laco and 
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his supporters that they must be “idle officers who are impatient of employ” and part of the 

“‘noble’ order of Cincinnati who are eagerly looking forward to the period when they shall 

reduce the ‘Plebeians’ of America to bondage.”391 I believe that what the Gazette feared most 

were the types of things that they accused Laco of being—part of a military elite that wanted to 

crush the republican spirit of the United States under their boot heels. The people that cheered 

Laco on were the worst sort of Americans in that they supported a standing army and the 

aristocratic-leaning Cincinnati rather than the plain folk that Hancock and Adams represented in 

Massachusetts.  

 Some Americans did not know what the fuss was about. Washington believed that the 

problems critics had with the Society had been ironed out with the changes made to the charter. 

“Scribble-Scrabble,” writing for the Cumberland Gazette of Portland, Maine, took up the issue of 

the group. The writer believed that the Cincinnati acted within a “natural right that they never 

surrendered or gave up, and which they may exercise as consistently with the constitution and 

the present laws of government.” However, Scribble-Scrabble did not want it thought that he 

condoned bad behavior, and added as a postscript that, “should the Legislature look upon the 

Cincinnati as the sons of Belial, and discover in each member a number of evil spirits, and … 

have by one blow, cut off this monster’s head, or by some more gentle operation purge it of all 

evil spirits.”392 Scribble-Scrabble intimated that, should it be possible that the Cincinnati had 

something of a taint of evil around it, something must and would be done about it. If wickedness 
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was the case, using the power the people had given the legislature, the nefarious organization 

would be eliminated. 

Like the Cumberland Gazette, William Morton of the Morning Post, and Daily 

Advertiser in New York had few concerns about the Cincinnati. In an article about the upcoming 

election in Massachusetts and those running for the federal legislature, he wrote that:  

It is a little surprising… that in a republican government, a man 
should be held up to view as being unworthy of a post of honour 
on account of the lowness of his birth, and no less surprising that 
such an observation should be conveyed to the public through the 
channel of a paper that but a short time since abounded with 
invective against the Cincinnati, as being a body dangerous to 
liberty; and having a tendency to create distinctions which ought 
not to exist in a free government. Some there are who “strain at a 
gnat, and swallow a camel.”393 
 

What Morton meant here is that newspapers like the Boston Independent Chronicle and the 

Boston Gazette made mountains out of molehills, and that they over-exaggerated the dangers 

posed by the Cincinnati and its charter. He saw nothing in their charter that gave him pause.  

 Inspired by the creation of the Cincinnati, a group called Massachusetts Soldiery 

announced itself to the public via the newspapers by requesting that its resolves be published. 

Appearing first in the Worcester Magazine and later in the Centinel, the organization had similar 

aims and goals to the much bigger and well-publicized Society of the Cincinnati. However, 

unlike the Cincinnati, the Massachusetts Soldiery was composed of enlisted men and 

noncommissioned officers; despite their lower-ranking status, the group believed that it had 

value to offer to both former soldiers as well as the country as a whole. Its first resolve stated that 

they sought to use their “utmost abilities to promote and preserve publick virtue, justice and good 
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government. … How much patriotism is contained in their noble resolve?”394 Much of the rest of 

Massachusetts Soldiery’s resolves contained bitter diatribes against the officer elites, who the 

group recalled, “threatened to desert the army, unless his country would promise him half pay for 

life,” which did not coincide with their famous namesake. The Massachusetts Soldiery asked, 

“but why do these officers assume the appellation of Cincinnati, without imitating the virtues of 

their patron? … Do they, like Cincinnatus, cheerfully return to tread those humble paths, in 

which they patiently walked before the war, the occupation of mechanicks, and the pursuit of 

husbandry?”395 The Massachusetts Soldiery’s resolves seemed to doubt that that was the case for 

the officers.  

 Further, the resolves continued the attack upon their former officers. Their fourth resolve 

stated that they would never serve under them again, because of their inappropriate ambitions 

and overweening greed. “We recollect,” the Massachusetts Soldiery wrote, “with indignation, 

with what voracious appetite the officers consumed and appropriated the Bay stores, as they 

were called, while but a pittance fell to the share of a soldier; yet he was obliged to pay for them 

a sum equal to the most exalted officer, by a deduction from his wages.”396 Not content with 

forcing the enlisted men to pay for necessary supplies, the officers also “upon the prospect of a 

scarcity, would draw a week’s provision, or more, leaving us, at times, to pine with hunger, 

while they had a plentiful supply.” The group grudgingly acknowledged that there were some 

officers who did not do these things and who were a credit to the service and to the United 

States.  

                                                
394 Massachusetts Centinel (14 February 1787), 169.  
395 Ibid, 169. 
396 Ibid, 169. 



172 

Finally, in their fifth resolve, the organization repudiated not only the idea of a standing 

army but also of the Revolutionary officers being rolled into any new military service. “Those 

who have been so accustomed to the despotick government of the army, can never be fully 

reconciled to the principles of equal liberty and liberality, recognized by our republican 

constitution,” the group believed. To this end, the Massachusetts Soldiery made a startling point 

about the officers, saying that “they are heard to complain of [the Articles of Confederation], as 

totally inadequate to the purposes of government, being destitute of energy and decision.”397 The 

Articles were a complete failure in governing the United States because of the deep-seated fears 

of the framers, who worried about monarchical tyranny and despotism to such an extreme degree 

that no changes or improvements could be made to the document without unanimous agreement. 

The Massachusetts Soldiery attacked this as part of the elite opinion of the officer class, but what 

the group missed was the much bigger picture that the officers saw from their vantage as part of 

a higher social stratum and greater access to the political world. These officers would have seen 

the failures inherent within the Articles, with its lack of a central executive or even a judiciary 

branch at a higher level than the state or local level. They would have seen a paralyzed Congress, 

as Washington himself wrote about in a frustration to a friend.398 These men were the ones that 

the Massachusetts Soldiery argued against, and how their group differed from the more 

aristocratic Society of the Cincinnati. As Hünemörder rightly points out, the Massachusetts 

Soldiery’s main issue with the Cincinnati really lay in the contested ground of who should guard 
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the Revolutionary War’s memory, and whose version should be presented to history’s 

consideration.399 

 The Society of the Cincinnati did not intend to become a target of New England’s 

suspicion about secret societies. Though the group was not as secret or as infamous as the 

Illuminati, they functioned as the locus of American fears over the security of the republican 

experiment in the United States because of the hereditary membership clause of their original 

charter. Americans worried about an aristocracy taking root on American soil as a result of the 

1778 Treaty of Alliance with the French—the chance that some of France’s societal ills such as a 

hereditary monarchy as well as a class of nobility bothered many in the United States. 

Conclusion 

Yet the question remains—why did so many people believe so willingly to impute false 

motives to the Cincinnati and also to the Illuminati? In The Society of the Cincinnati: Conspiracy 

and Distrust in Early America, Markus Hünemörder seeks to answer why a group whose mission 

seemed so harmless cause such an uproar that bordered on “political paranoia.” Hünemörder 

argues that the reason for this conspiracy talk lay in the timing of the Society’s creation, during 

the Articles of Confederation period before the writing of the Constitution, and when 

independence was still very new and very insecure. Hünemörder calls this a “time of great 

change in which Americans had to come to terms with the consequences of independence and 

determine the shape of republican government.” He further argues that, “[T]he discourse on the 

Society of the Cincinnati was intricately intertwined with a public debate of questions of 

revolutionary ideology, constitutional change, social order, and political leadership … [and] part 
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and parcel of the postrevolutionary struggle to determine the meaning of America.”400 In short, 

the Cincinnati arguments were really arguments about what shape the United States should and 

ought to take, and what it definitely should not look like.  

Eventually, the uproar over the nature of the Cincinnati died down but did not entirely 

disappear—I speculate this is because the issue evolved from one centered around aristocratic 

organizations to one of political factions and parties. Hünemörder argues rather convincingly that 

by the 1790s, supporters for the Society were by and large Federalists, while opponents were for 

the most part Antifederalists and then later, Republicans.401 Is it a coincidence that the 

Federalists were the ones in the 1790s calling for a standing army while the Republicans fought 

against it? I do not think so.  

So what was the Illuminati crisis all about then? Why did the two books of Robison and 

Barreul start such a clamor in New England? I argue that New Englanders were paranoid, but 

paranoid for good reason. Their country was new—barely twenty years old. They lacked the 

eminence, the prestige and the standing of older countries in Europe. New Englanders saw all the 

things they did not have—they did not garner the respect older, well-established countries had. 

They read about the mistreatment of American envoys to France who were expected to pay the 

French a bribe to do business, and who were then threatened with war and singular destruction if 

they did not cough it up. They lacked a true leader, since Washington retired in 1796 and Adams 

was no leader on par with George Washington. Is it coincidence that many of these outbursts 

occurred when Washington did not have any political power? Perhaps, perhaps not. Were they 

paranoid? Sure, but for good cause; to them, it looked like everyone was out to get them out of 

jealousy, out of spite, out of fear that the Americans gave others a positive example to follow. 
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New Englanders were confused by all the events happening on the continent, things that took 

place at frightening speed in Europe and France, and they got carried away about a little group 

that was supposed to spread the light of reason over the world. Some people thought that the 

group wanted to end Christianity. They read all this in Robison and Barreul’s books, and as Buel 

so wisely points out, Americans took things at face-value, believing that if it was published, it 

had to be true.  

  During the Illuminati crisis of the late 1790s, Vernon Stauffer notes that the issue of the 

Cincinnati was still a sore subject, more than twenty years after the foundation of the group. 

“The continual harping of the Federalist press on the phrase ‘self-created societies’ particularly 

touched raw. Was not the Society of the Cincinnati self-created? And are not many of the 

members of that organization war-worn soldiers of the American Republic?”402 As Richard 

Hofstadter writes, both of these groups caused Americans to abandon “the careful preparations 

for the big leap from the undeniable to the unbelievable.”403 Americans were very touchy about 

possible challenges to the government that the founders established with such care, and took 

every opportunity to protect it from harm, from both internal threats and external ones. Next, I 

shall examine New Englanders’ paranoia over invasion threats into the United States from 

French armies, and how that shaped American perceptions of Napoleon during the first part of 

the nineteenth century.  
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CHAPTER 5 

 

PARANOIA IN THE EARLY REPUBLIC:  

INVASION FEARS—REAL AND IMAGINED 

 

 
Americans feared armed military invasions in the Early Republic—perhaps rightly so 

because of the lingering presence of British troops in the Northwest Territory after the end of the 

Revolutionary War. Moreover, the contested borderlands in the southern United States with 

Spain and increasingly tense relations between the United States and the French Republic added 

upon American concerns over armed invasions. Another reason New Englanders specifically 

feared invasion the way that they did was because of the military weakness of the new country, 

which had an incredibly small regular army and an almost absurdly small navy. The founders 

feared the idea of a standing army.404 An army had the potential to breed a usurper who would 

overthrow the government and repress the citizenry of their rights. Instead, the United States 

relied upon militia forces for its military protection. As seen in earlier in this work, serving one’s 

country in a militia company was part of republicanism because it placed the public’s good 

ahead of the individual’s own desires and ambitions. Therefore, the United States had no regular 

army, and New Englanders feared from countries that had great numbers of professional troops 

at their disposal. All of these factors led many in New England and elsewhere in America to fear 

a war with France, Spain, or Britain, and with that war would come the invasion that would 

wreak havoc on the American countryside and its people. This chapter argues that disturbing 

events and people—like the French Revolution, Edmond Genet, and Napoleon Bonaparte—
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caused New Englanders (and Americans elsewhere) to develop paranoid ideas that, while 

extreme to modern eyes, made complete, rational sense at the time.  

The Genet Affair and Imagined Invasions 

 Europe went to war in 1792. The war came as a result of the French Revolution’s 

frightening (to European monarchies) democratic progress, when Prussia and Austria invaded 

France to stop the revolution from spreading beyond France’s borders. Immediately after the 

declaration of war, France began pressing America for military assistance in the same way that 

France had given the United States in 1778 against Great Britain. Opinion of the possibility of 

going to war with France pulled New Englanders in two different directions. Some wanted a war 

to establish America as a sovereign country with its own rights; others believed the U.S. was still 

too weak and impoverished to afford a war. Though President George Washington declared in 

the Neutrality Proclamation of 1793 that the United States would remain neutral in the contest, 

Americans were undecided if that was the best course of action. Some doubted that France would 

respect the United States’ open neutrality.  

In particular, fears of the United States going to war came to mind when New Englanders 

thought about the new French ambassador, Edmond-Charles Genet, and his immediate actions in 

the United States.405 Upon his arrival in the United States, Genet soon began infuriating 

Washington. As the first ambassador from the Republic of France, Genet, like Washington as the 

first president of the United States, had to set precedents for those who followed him. Unlike 
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Washington, though, Genet went about this in such way that seemed designed to isolate not only 

the American government, but also anybody who hesitated to support the French Revolution any 

further.406 First, Genet ignored proper diplomatic procedure by not presenting his credentials to 

Washington in person in America’s capital, Philadelphia as soon as possible. Instead, Genet 

stayed in Charleston, South Carolina, where his ship landed. Second, Genet began actively 

seeking support for fighting against the British at sea by commissioning American privateers 

armed with French letters of marque. Third, Genet organized volunteer militias composed of 

Americans to march upon another of France’s enemies to attack Spanish Florida. All of these 

things violated the Neutrality Proclamation, contravening American sovereignty as an 

independent country.407  

The New Hampshire Concord Herald published an editorial that questioned France’s 

actions toward America. It stated that, by sending to the United States an ambassador like Genet, 

who actively ignored both protocol and good sense, it meant “either that the French have some 

unhappy design upon our country; or that this inconstancy arises from the weakness, misjudged 

and unauthorised [sic] policy, or naturally unfortunate propensity in the individual for intrigue 

and cabal: the first seems impossible, the latter is most probable.” Though the Herald did not 

believe that France truly wanted to invade the United States, they still believed that it was 

offensive that the French sent such a minister as Genet to America who would openly try to 

subvert the sovereign orders of the executive branch of government. The Herald’s editor, George 

Hough, thought that Genet went above and beyond his orders from the Committee of Public 
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Safety, then the governing body of revolutionary France, in his attempts at “intrigue and 

cabal.”408   

What Americans like Hough did not know was that Genet’s instructions for carrying out 

his mission told him to act in any way that he saw fit to accomplish the goals set for him. “Genet 

was to initiate ‘all measures which comported with his position’ to ‘germinate’ the spirit of 

liberty and independence in Louisiana, Florida, and Canada.”409 France wanted America’s help 

in spreading liberty and republican values throughout the world, and Genet’s job was to secure 

American assistance at all costs. This obviously went directly against the neutrality in world 

affairs that Washington vigorously endorsed, and if Genet succeeded in his work, would involve 

the United States in war with not only Britain but also Spain over their colonial possessions in 

North America.  

Neutrality was only one of the things that Genet wanted America to violate. France 

believed that the United States should aid them in the same way that France had aided America 

during the American Revolutionary War. The French pointed to the treaty signed between the 

two parties during that war as proof of why the United States owed France assistance. Some 

Americans, however, made the claim that the 1778 Treaty of Alliance did not compel either side 

to become involved in a war if the war was an offensive one, as some Americans thought about 

the European war. This argument won over many New Englanders, including Elisha Babcock, 

the editor of the American Mercury of Hartford, Connecticut, who defended Washington’s 

decision not to avoid a foreign war that did not concern the United States. In a very long front-

page article about Genet’s mission, after explaining the problem of the treaty to his readers, 
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Babcock pointed out, “this being our situation in relation to France, we have a right to maintain 

our neutrality, and continue in peace; and no nation can justly demand of us that we should take 

part in the war.”410 Babcock concluded that, “it is for the wisdom of our government to 

determine what measures we shall pursue,” and added that he hoped reparations of damages 

caused to American property would be soon made. Babcock’s argument is eerily similar to one 

made by Alexander Hamilton, who believed that Genet was sent to undermine American foreign 

policy.411  

Indeed, Genet’s actions did nothing but provoke Hamilton. As Ron Chernow’s masterful 

biography of Hamilton shows, after Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson told Genet he must 

desist in his efforts to outfit privateers and recruit American militiamen for invasions of 

Louisiana and Florida, Genet replied in a letter that he would not comply. Hamilton himself 

“termed the letter ‘the most offensive paper perhaps that ever was offered by a foreign minister 

to a friendly power with which he had resided.’”412 Hamilton was no Francophile, and viewed 

the progress of the French Revolution with a mixture of suspicion and revulsion.413 With Genet’s 

refusal, the situation deteriorated to such a degree by the spring of 1794 that President 

Washington was forced to issue a proclamation to the country “warning citizens ‘to refrain from 

enlisting, enrolling, or assembling themselves’ in expeditions against nations with which the 

United States was at peace.”414 The Genet mission concluded with Washington demanding from 

France the immediate recall of Genet. The French were to replace him with someone less 

confrontational and fractious. The French promptly responded by agreeing with Washington and 
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the rest of the American government, but made it clear that if Genet returned to France he would 

be beheaded because of his membership in the Girondin faction, which had been forced out of 

power by the Jacobins, a rival revolutionary faction.415  

The Genet Affair shows how deeply ingrained Americans’ fear of invasion was in the late 

eighteenth century.416 True, Genet did not spark an international invasion of the United States 

with his plots of liberation for Florida and Louisiana. However, if his attempts at invading 

Spanish and British colonies had been successful, is it not too much to expect that America 

would have been invaded as reprisal for its part in the attacks? This is what Americans such as 

Washington, Hamilton, and Babcock feared during the Genet Affair. In their minds, Genet, as 

ambassador of France, attempted to involve the United States in potential wars that they had no 

defense against. He defied the president’s orders to stop his activities, which Americans believed 

was part of an official French denial of American sovereignty. The Genet Affair provoked very 

real fears about American territorial integrity and safety during the Early Republic. 

“Imminent Danger” 

 During the late 1790s, France’s revolution raged on. France successfully repelled the 

Allied invasions, and went on the offensive against its continental enemies. Americans followed 

news of French victories throughout Europe with interest and excitement, often through 

countless newspaper articles copied from British and French sources. Few people feared a direct 

invasion from the victorious French armies, perhaps because the French were seemingly so busy 
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on the Continent that they did not have time for the United States. The French had neither the 

navy, bases, nor any real interest in invading America—the French saw nothing of real value in 

the United States’ territory. This did not stop people from believing otherwise of France, 

however.  

One person who did believe there was a need to guard against the French conquering 

America was the Reverend Francis Dana of Ipswich, Massachusetts. Dana explained in his 

sermon entitled The Duty and Reward that he realized that some of his ideas were unpopular, but 

he cautioned the people who disagreed with him to still listen to him and think about the 

importance of his message. Dana used current examples to illustrate his opinions and beliefs: 

I am aware there are those who still think that little is to be 
apprehended from the French; that they are well disposed and 
pacific; and there might soon be an accommodation, if America 
took the right way for it. – And this is among the circumstances 
which shew in a yet stronger light our imminent danger; and still 
more, if some good men are of this opinion. It was such confidence 
as this, extended beyond all reasonable bounds, which was the ruin 
of Switzerland; and prevented that brave people from making such 
preparation for defense, and such a respectable resistance, as they 
certainly would, had they open their eyes in time to their imminent 
danger. They had seen enough and enough to destroy all 

confidence; and so have we. … And how long is this good 
opinion of an unprincipled, insidious foe (who has deceived so 
many countries to their destruction) to be maintained? And how 
long is a distrust of the information, the discernment, and the 
integrity of our most wise and faithful and long-tried friends to 
prevail; and the necessary means of safety to be disputed?417  
 

Dana pointed out that Switzerland thought France a friend only to be awakened from that 

delusion once the French armies streamed into Switzerland and ravaged the country. Like 

Hamilton, Dana made sure to emphasize that the French lacked all principles, and therefore 

should not be trusted as an ally nor to respect America’s declared neutrality in the French 
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Revolutionary Wars. Switzerland had been neutral too, and look what happened to them, Dana 

argued. The only course open to the United States was to wake up from their French-induced 

hazy sleep and prepare for invasion with a real standing army and a true navy.418 In Switzerland, 

Dana noted gloomily with the aid of selective quotations from Mallet du Pan’s 

counterrevolutionary discussion of the Swiss conquest, “‘It was a small party at first, and 

therefore despised. But ‘behind the skreen of this contemptibility,’ says Du Pan, ‘were the 

Jacobins in France.’”419 These people essentially tricked the Swiss into believing that the French 

had only pacific motivations for entering their territory, Dana thought, and were attempting to do 

the same thing in the United States with the help of French sympathizers. Dana’s suspicions here 

echoed those of Illuminati conspiracists and their beliefs that the Illuminati with the Jacobins 

were behind the course of the revolution. The only way to stop this from happening in America 

was to prepare for the inevitable war as soon as possible.  

According to Dana’s interpretation, du Pan appeared to be giving pointers to the United 

States how to avoid the Swiss’ unhappy fate.  Dana wrote that, “We are instructed how 

dangerous it is to fear a lawless encroacher; what an unpromising mean this is of maintaining 

peace; how necessary it is to resist the first usurpations and insults; and how much more those 

shall have to bear, who do not resist.” “‘The French,’ says Du Pan, ‘dared every thing, because 

Switzerland dared nothing.’”420 Dana believed that Switzerland’s second lesson to the United 

States was showing how not to behave toward the French and their “encroaching” tendencies. 

“What a slender defence against such encroachers is a passive, tame neutrality; not ‘commanding 

respect by manly means’ (as the historian [du Pan] has it) ‘but relying on humility to ward off 
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danger; and exposing a defenceless State to the mercy of pretensions, insults, and events!’”421 

Dana advocated a strong defense to guard against potential French incursions upon American 

territory. 

 Beyond just giving the example of poor Switzerland, Dana went the additional step of 

elucidating the progress of the French throughout the rest of Europe. He made sure to pause in 

Italy, where young Napoleon Bonaparte was crushing Austrian armies seemingly left and right 

all while Bonaparte told the Italians that the French were there to free Italians from their chains. 

Dana reminded his audience of the example of Venice, which had been an independent republic 

prior to the invasion of Italy, but was subsumed into the French empire and also had its treasures 

stolen away to France.422 True, Dana realized that Switzerland and Venice were not the United 

States, but that does not mean their examples were not valid. There were extenuating factors at 

work, especially in the case of Switzerland:  

There were all the revolutioners in [Switzerland’s] government. 
Behind them were the French legation, and they gave them system, 
and directed their pernicious energies; and sometimes promised 
them money. And it is with surprise we beholden them what a 
small party, thus set on, thus organized and directed, will grow to; 
and what they will accomplish. … And when Buonaparte comes 
over, or an army, to support them, then they unmask themselves. 
… There are many particulars of similarity between Switzerland 
and our own country, which sometimes makes us tremble. 
 

Dana pointed out, with the help of du Pan’s history, that the Swiss government harbored many 

people who Dana termed “revolutioners” who in turn were supported by the French legation, 

sometimes financially. This secret and small group of people remained behind the scenes until a 

military figure appeared on the edge of the country ready to invade—at that moment “they 

unmask themselves.” By then, however, it was too late to stop the invasion because the rot was 
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too deeply embedded. Dana feared the possibility that there was such a group within the United 

States that harbored more than just pro-French feeling but truly treacherous designs against the 

country in France’s favor. It was merely a question of unmasking these potential traitors before 

Bonaparte landed in North America. But all hope was not lost for America, Dana added, 

somewhat cheerily. “There are circumstances of difference which give hope” if Americans were 

to pay close attention to the signs of the times.423 

“Pomp of War” 

Alexander Hamilton too seemed stuck on the issue of Bonaparte as the First Consul of 

France, however; perhaps he had read Dana’s sermons on the dangers Napoleon posed to the 

United States. Unlike the rest of the country, Hamilton’s blinders toward Napoleon had long 

since been removed (if he had ever had any to begin with), and he sought to help others remove 

theirs as well. Hamilton bemoaned the fascination some Americans had with the goings-on of 

France in a speech to the electors of the state of New York in early 1801:  

To what end, Fellow-Citizens, has your attention been carried 
across the Atlantic, to the revolution of France, and to that fatal 
war of which it has been the source? ... What is there in that terrific 
picture which you are to admire or imitate? Is it the subversion of 
the throne of the Bourbons, to make way for the throne of the 
Buonapartes?424   
 

Here Hamilton questioned Bonaparte’s true motivations, along with the revolution’s course, 

which Hamilton believed captivated Americans’ attention. Hamilton believed that the French 

Revolution had not brought anything good to France or the rest of the world. Everyone 

throughout the western world had to suffer along with the French because of the Revolutionary 
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Wars. Further, he thought that Bonaparte’s plans included bringing about a return of a monarchy 

to France, though not under the leadership of the ancient house of Bourbon; rather, Hamilton 

expected that the next king of France would have the last name of Bonaparte. He continued in his 

speech to the New York electors:  

Is it the undistinguishable massacre in prisons and dungeons, of 
men, women, and children? Is it the sanguinary justice of a 
revolutionary tribunal, or the awful terrors of the guillotine? Is it 
the rapid succession of revolution upon revolution, erecting the 
transient power of one set of men upon the tombs of another? Is it 
the assassinations which have been perpetrated, or the new ones 
which are projected? Is it the open profession of impiety in the 
public assemblies, or the ridiculous worship of a Goddess of 
Reason, or the still continued substitution of Decades to the 
Christian Sabbath? … Or, is it the pomp of war, the dazzling glare 
of splendid victories, the blood-stained fields of Europe, the 
smoaking [sic] cinders of desolated cities, the afflicting spectacle 
of millions precipitated from plenty and comfort to beggary and 
misery?425  
 

Hamilton quickly demolished the idea that the French Revolution accomplished anything 

positive, and to Hamilton’s mind, created only destruction and devastation. Speaking as a true 

(adopted) New Yorker, Hamilton reviled the “open profession of impiety” that the revolution 

encouraged as well as the “ridiculous” idolization of a fake Goddess of Reason instead of the real 

God, and discouraged the practices of Christianity. Hamilton questioned too what he saw as 

violent and bloody militarism of the Revolutionary Wars and the consequences it had for 

innocent civilians standing in the war’s path—Hamilton believed that people had been blinded 

by the “splendid victories” and the “pomp of war” while they overlooked the human costs of 

war. All of these things worried at Hamilton’s views of American unity, values, and ideas. 

Perhaps it was necessary to worry that these same terrible things would occur in the United 
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States as well, should France and America become enemies.426   

 Most Americans did not view the French with as much suspicion, fear, and hostility as 

Hamilton and Dana did, however, and were more than willing to praise the French Revolution 

and its successes. The Connecticut Journal described the “long catalogue of success” that 

“unfolds itself at the same moment, at every point to which the French Republic sends her 

invincible phalanxes.”427 Throughout the country newspapers published reports of the French’s 

military successes as well as American toasts to further French triumphs. Bonaparte in particular 

received many of these toasts because he brought peace back to France in the forms of the Treaty 

of Amiens with the British in 1803, and earlier with the United States with the 1800 Treaty of 

Mortefontaine. However, these did not allay fears over the contentious issue of Saint-

Domingue/Haiti and once-French territory of Spanish Louisiana.  

America’s Back Door: Louisiana 

The island of Saint-Domingue in the Caribbean Sea was the most profitable of all of 

France’s remaining colonies after their devastating loss in the Seven Years’ War that caused 

them to cede the majority of their American possessions to the British and Spanish. Saint-

Domingue’s climate facilitated the growth of sugar cane, much in demand then as much as 

today. French planters catered to the needs of the market, and increased production of sugar with 

the use of enslaved Africans. When the French Revolution occurred, the National Assembly 

declared that all men are free and equal in France and French-held territories with the 

Declaration of Rights of Man and the Citizen in 1789, it unleashed a fierce slave revolution in 

1791 against the planter elites that raged unabated for nearly ten years, despite on-and off-again 
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attempts by mainland France to stop it and regain control of the island and its much-needed 

slaves.  

 Americans feared that, when France finally settled the issue of Saint-Domingue, 

settlement would soon begin again there and in Louisiana, assuming that Spain had already 

ceded France that land in 1798.428 Saint-Domingue was an issue of some concern for the United 

States as well: when France had calmed the island down and restarted sugar production again, it 

would then be possible for the French to use Saint-Domingue as a launching pad to America. 

Moreover, because Saint-Domingue was a colony populated almost entirely by African slaves 

who worked the sugar plantations, Americans in the south especially feared that their slaves 

would get ideas about overthrowing their masters as well. This was not as much of a concern for 

the vast majority of northern states such as Massachusetts and Vermont, both of which had very 

low slave populations. However, northern states watched the ongoing conflict in Saint-

Domingue (later rechristened Haiti by the successful revolutionaries) with much interest, mostly 

because they saw it as both a moral and ethical question of liberty gained for wrongly-held 

Africans but also for the valuable trade market that would open up when the rebellion ended.429  

Therefore, accounts of the troubles in Saint-Domingue often filled American newspapers 

as well, another symptom of their paranoia over invasion. France sent several armies to quell the 
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rebellion, one of them being headed by Napoleon’s brother in law, Charles LeClerc. Any French 

ships leaving Europe for Saint-Domingue were closely monitored, in case they were to veer off 

course and land in America.430 Worries soon emerged that Napoleon was planning the conquest 

of the entire world, something that they were very much afraid of.431 Soon reports emerged that 

the French subdued Saint-Domingue, and that the revolt died out. This occurred because the 

French army captured the leader of the revolt, Toussaint L’Ouverture.432 The capture led to a 

quieter period in the Saint-Domingue situation, which led to speculations that Napoleon would 

focus his attentions on colonizing Louisiana, using Saint-Domingue as a base of operations.433 

Accounts surfaced of French soldiers learning to swim at this time as well, which Americans 

took as obvious proof to many that Napoleon was planning an amphibious landing to conquer the 

Louisiana Territory.434  

In 1799, William Brown, a lawyer from Hartford, Connecticut, delivered an impassioned 

Fourth of July oration on the machinations the French plotted against the United States because 

of French rapacity and desire for conquest. Like Dana, Brown pointed to the earlier example of 

the unfortunate Switzerland, and believed that was just the beginning of France’s nefarious 
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plans. Brown commented that, to these ends, “[the French] have already turned their malignant 

eyes towards the inexhaustible mines of Mexico and Peru; and whenever Spain shall refuse the 

tribute, which is the price of her present tranquility, the hungry armies of the French, will be sent 

to carve their own fortunes, in the luxuriant fields of Spanish America,” and that, “portentous 

will be the fate, of the United States, if this event shall find them [the Spanish], slumbering in the 

arms of security. Can we indulge a hope, that the feeble province of Louisiana, will form a 

sufficient barrier, between us and the French when in possession of Mexico?”435 Brown believed 

that Spain’s weaknesses portended badly for the United States because the easy conquest of of 

South America and Mexico would sharpen French appetites for further conquest and plunder. 

When the French exhausted the supposedly “inexhaustible mines of Mexico and Peru” with little 

to no resistance from the Spanish, they would move next to America, Brown figured.  

 Brown worked himself up into a state thinking of what horrors the French would bring 

with them to the United States.  

Having reached the borders of Georgia or Carolina, an army of 
Frenchmen will find ready prepared, powerful engines of 
revolution and conquest. The blacks, urged on by vengeance for 
the hardships of slavery, and animated by the example of their 
African brethren in the West-Indies, will instantly joint the 
standard of the invader, and greedily unite with him, in the work of 
plunder and blood. Imagination already conceives, myriads of 
furious Africans, collecting together the materials of vengeance, 
and marching in dread array, to the dwellings of their masters. 
Paint to yourselves, cities given up to indiscriminate plunder, 
villages sacked and burned, the country desolated, and the fields 
‘watered with the blood of their cultivators.’ Listen to the groans of 
wretched white-men, butchered by their infuriate slaves, the 
shrieks of mothers, and of virgins, a prey to more than demoniac 
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lust and barbarity, and the cries of infants ‘stabbed at the breast, or 
reeking on the points of sportive javelins.’436  
 

Brown saw a terrible future ahead for the United States should France decide to invade 

the country. He saw the potential for a fearsome slave rebellion from enslaved southern slaves 

that would be nearly unstoppable because it was aided and encouraged by sympathetic French 

soldiers, who Brown thought would step back and let the slaves do the dirty work of conquering 

America for France. The French invaders would watch the carnage Brown painted of a full-on 

slave revolt in “ecstacy [sic].” He cautioned his listeners not to be turned off by the examples of 

misery he attempted to create, because one only had to look at the ongoing Haitian Revolution in 

what had been the French colony of Saint-Domingue to see similar scenes occurring on a daily 

basis.437  

Perhaps Americans’ biggest fear at the time was that Napoleon would begin settling 

French people in Louisiana. More so than mere colonization, would it not be possible that 

Bonaparte planned on conquering America once he had gotten to Louisiana? As has been noted 

many times thus far, Napoleon’s ambitions were undetermined, and possibly included world 

conquest. President Thomas Jefferson mentioned repeatedly Napoleon’s boundless ambition in 

his letters to James Madison, commenting in February 1803 that, “an hostile party intend to 

descend the Missippi.”438 Jefferson, as many others believed, that Napoleon planned to invade 

America. Alexander Hamilton also believed that this was Napoleon’s goal, commenting on 

Bonaparte’s “darling plan of colonising the banks of the Mississippi” in an editorial in the New-
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York Evening Post.439 Another view was that Napoleon and the colonizing French planned to stir 

up trouble with the Native Americans in the area. A Vermont newspaper ran the following 

account reported by an eyewitness: “a[n] Indian visited this fort […] wherein the Indians were 

told that the French were about to land in Louisiana, and would take their Red Brethren by the 

hand, and assist them to drive the Americans from the lands of which they have dispossessed 

them.”440 Americans feared for their lives and property should Napoleon land in North America. 

A French invasion of the United States, or even a large-scale French colonization of Louisiana, 

meant to many that France would aid the Indians in retaking their lands from white Americans.  

Once in Louisiana and in full possession of the Mississippi, Napoleon would naturally 

proceed to invade the United States, Americans believed. If Bonaparte’s goal really was world 

conquest, then America would be his next target, commentators assumed. As one paper 

commented, if France has possession of Louisiana, it was a short jump to world domination, “for 

France may then be mistress, or a Buonaparte master of the globe” in that case.441 Worse still, 

when Napoleon invaded American soil and waters, how would Americans be able to stop him? 

With Jefferson’s republican simplicity measures, the United States’ already pitiful army and 

navy had been whittled down to cut federal spending. “How are our citizens to be protected in 

their persons and property when afloat on the seas? is it to our government that they look? Has 

not the government disarmed and disabled itself in such a manner that it is no longer able to 

afford such protection? Is not our navy destroyed?” one New York paper inquired.442  
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Another paper elaborated on the same theme of republican saving at the expense of 

American security. According to the article, those readers who paid attention to such matters 

would know where America was headed because of the Republicans’ choices. “You who behold 

with anxious concern the gigantic strides of France, towards universal dominion; who feel an 

interest in the dangers to which we are exposed by her acquisition of Louisiana; who give no 

credit to the purity of her intentions, nor place any confidence in her assurances,” will know how 

this situation will turn out—France will conquer America. It added in no uncertain terms:   

[you] who thoroughly understand her every motive to be selfish, 
although dressed in all the varied robes of dissimulation; … when 
you reflect that without a navy we are exposed to the insolence of 
every maritime power; that the rapid growth of an American navy 
has been arrested by the folly of democratic measures… for 
without a respectable navy you know full well that the navigation 
of the Mississippi, and of course, the interests of the inhabitants on 
the western waters are at the disposal of France. The sale of our 
navy to swell the amount of Presidential savings (that his darling 
popularity might be enhanced) by means whereof, the most 
valuable part of our territory is jeoparded [sic], will appear to you 
to be a moonshine policy, the genuine offspring of a weak imbecile 
administration; a wretched attempt at the most pitiful economy...443 
 

That this anonymous writer, assuming the name Asdrubal, believed that Jefferson’s austerity 

measures jeopardized the western United States, is plain, as is his distaste and scorn for France 

and its “varied robes of dissimulation.” 

Though a group of Americans did want to try to take the land around New Orleans by 

force, this was not the preferred method for many. However, Pennsylvania Senator James Ross 

spoke at length in Congress about the value of attempting to force the cession of New Orleans to 

America to make France disavow any claims to it.  
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If we give no offence to the now and probably masters of the 
Mississippi---May be they will sell!!! To me it is utterly incredible 
that such an effect would flow from such a conduct. They might 
probably sell if they found us armed, in possession and resolved to 
maintain it--- They would see that even conquest would be a hard 
bargain for so distant a country. Our possession would be evidence 
of a fixed resolution. But when we have no army, no military 
preparation, no semblance of resistance, what would induce them 
to sell? Sell, sir! for how much? Why, sir, although there is no 
information on that subject before this house, yet I have seen it 
stated in a newspaper that those who claim that country may be 
persuaded to sell by distributing two millions of dollars among 
certain influential persons about the --------”444 
 

Ross was a Federalist, and something of a war hawk, which explains his tone about the idea of 

selling the land to America.445 He offered several reasons why the idea of selling the land is 

ridiculous—that the United States has neither army or navy, specifically—but that if Americans 

were to occupy the land in the meantime it would indicate a later desire to challenge France for 

the right to the land. Meanwhile, if possible, a well-directed bribe of some two million dollars to 

“certain influential persons” in the French government might effect more than either of these 

suggestions. One senses that perhaps, in the late aftermath of the XYZ Affair, Ross’ solution was 

possibly ironically intended. Ross’ statements stirred up the passion of Americans throughout the 

country, and were repeated and disseminated throughout the country.446 In the New York paper, 

The Patriot, it was judged to be of such importance that the paper reprinted it to the exclusion of 

other news. The Patriot’s editor wrote that:  

it speaks a language accordant with the feelings of genuine 
patriotism; it portrays a picture that may be realized,--but its effect 
is written in water. The palsied arm of our government will not 
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raise a shield to protect us. … Paralized [sic] as every measure is, 
which looks like energy, we must expect the consequence will be a 
fruitless negociation [sic]. It is a maxim founded on experience, 
that timid policy courts abuse. A government that will not support 
its dignity by a spirited and prompt assertion of its rights, when 
violated, must expect degradation.447 
 

The Patriot did not see any merit in peaceful negotiation for the territory, thinking that this 

approach showed weakness, and that weakness in politics meant that abuse would follow. In 

effect, The Patriot did not think Jefferson or his administration had the strength to oppose 

Napoleon, and because of that, the entire country “must expect degradation.”  

The Patriot also went further in its comments on Ross’ speech, adding that, “the 

FRENCH PREMIER acts with vigor; accounts state that his general has sailed to take possession 

of New-Orleans and Louisiana--- there is nothing to obstruct the accomplishment of his designs; 

and if he is really hostile, we may shortly expect to hear from him on our western borders.”448 

Yet again Americans evidenced fears that Napoleon and the French army were shortly to 

descend upon Louisiana, something that would be a clear national security issue. Opinions varied 

whether Americans should outright seize the land, or perhaps try something else.  

Americans sought to persuade themselves of the extreme usefulness of Louisiana for 

America and the lack of utility it must then hold for France. To do this, Americans came up with 

a variety of reasons for why France must dispose of the land as soon as possible. The most 

famous attempt at this was Robert R. Livingston’s 1802 “Memorandum Concerning the 

Question: Is It Advantageous for France to Take Possession of Louisiana?”, written to convince 

Napoleon of the uselessness of Louisiana. Livingston wrote the “Memorandum” while 

negotiating for New Orleans in France, arguing that Louisiana did not serve any of France’s 
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commercial, military, or diplomatic interests.449 Livingston’s essay was so popular with 

Americans that it was republished in serial form throughout the country in newspapers, and after 

the sale of Louisiana to America, some credited Livingston’s arguments as the tipping point for 

Napoleon’s decision to sell the land.450  

Livingston argued that France could not afford to send citizens to Louisiana to colonize 

the land, and more to the point, colonies were essentially a drag on the mother country: at a time 

when France was having extreme difficulties with its most valuable colony, it did not need to 

take on an additional burden in colonizing Louisiana.451 France did not have enough citizens 

anyway to need to colonize, as there was good land available in France for them, and there was 

more demand for their labor at home rather than abroad, he continued. Further, Livingston 

commented: 

How could the possession of Louisiana be useful to [France]? In 
the first place, its cultivation is to be carried on, as in all warm 
countries, by slaves; the capitals spent in buying them, or the 
slaves themselves, would have been carried to the Islands, if this 
new channel had not opened. This rivalry will rise [sic] the price of 
slaves for the planters, and may thus much retard the settlement. 
…Who then will cultivate Louisiana with slaves? Who is the 
citizen willing to bestow large capitals upon so precarious a 
property with the prospect of a distant return?452  
 

Rather than looking toward Louisiana, Livingston remarked, France should turn its eye to its 

sugar islands in the Caribbean, where French planters were already harnessing slave labor to 
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their great benefit. Livingston here glossed over France’s problems with Saint-Domingue, which 

it would lose forever in 1804. He foresaw that these sugar colonies would be more beneficial to 

French investors than Louisiana, something that was precarious and uncertain. Livingston 

thought it might be possible to use Louisiana to grow rice, but he was unclear if it was entirely 

possible. He also speculated on making the land into a lumber producing colony, though again 

France would run into the difficulty of available labor with that venture as well. He was also 

careful to add that both of these crops might not make back the costs expended to produce them, 

thereby rendering it too expensive to work the land in such a “hot and insalubrious climate.”453 

What Livingston argued in the “Memorandum” was that Americans would be doing the French a 

favor by taking such useless land off the French’s hands, despite its lackluster potential as 

outlined by Livingston.  

One wonders then, if there were so many negative points about Louisiana, why might 

Americans want the land so badly? In essence, what was bad for France was very good for 

America. Americans already developed a system of slavery within the country, meaning that 

there was no shortage of labor. There were also many Americans willing to take the risk that the 

land might not be profitable, especially Americans wanting to break the dominance of the 

northern states on the lumber market.454  

Shortly after Livingston’s “Memorandum” appeared in American papers, rumors began 

emerging that Napoleon was openly considering selling New Orleans and Louisiana to America. 

Speculation ran rampant about Napoleon’s reasons for wanting to sell, but many papers 

cautioned that it was by no means a done deal nor assured that America would acquire the land. 

A Maryland paper copied a story from a New York one that wrote about the possibility: 
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The report respecting the cession of Louisiana, is by no means 
improbable. The situation of the European powers, at the time of 
Mr. Munroe’s [sic] arrival in France, must have proved highly 
favorable to his cordial reception at the court of St. Cloud. Under 
existing circumstances, Bonaparte may consider the sale of 
Louisiana to the United States, for a moderate consideration, far 
preferable to embroiling himself with this country. … should this 
bargain succeed, the acquisition of this important Key of the 
Mississippi for Twelve or Fifteen Millions of Dollars, may be 
estimated as a very cheap purchase, much less than the conquest 
would, in all probability, cost.455 
 

Napoleon’s decision to part with Louisiana for so cheap a price made Americans practically 

gleeful, now that they would finally be masters of the Mississippi, as they had always wanted.  

The news of the purchase of land was made officially public on the nation’s twenty-

seventh birthday, on 4 July 1803. The Republican Advocate published a report on the matter. 

We have now the official information that the Province of 
Louisiana is ceded to the United States of America by treaty. This 
happy issue to the New-Orleans affair is the result of Republican 
measures, pursued by that profound statesman, Thomas Jefferson. 
If Louisiana should cost the United States thirty millions of dollars 
it will be a cheap purchase. It was agreed on all hands that it was 
absolutely necessary that the United States should possess New-
Orleans, cost what it might...456 
 

The Republican Advocate’s coverage of the story indicated some key problems surrounding the 

Louisiana Purchase, namely, the lack of knowledge regarding the final cost of the land sale. “But 

we have been greatly amused with the unbounded joy displayed on this occasion by the partizans 

[sic] of Mr. Jefferson. Even while they do not pretend to know anyone [sic] condition on which 

the cession has been made, they are exulting with as much pomp as if the First Consul had 

bowed down at the feet of our President.”457 Regardless, most Americans were jubilant at the 
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news of the cession of land. Some papers wrote that the Louisiana Purchase was the most 

important event to occur in America since the end of American Revolution.458  

Grumblers pointed out that it may have been cheaper to fight a war against France than to 

have bought the land outright. An anonymous writer asked rhetorically, “was Negotiation 

cheaper than War? … Is Negotiation more honorable than War?” and concluded that, yes, in fact, 

it was cheaper because America did not possess a standing army nor did it have an army capable 

of holding off Napoleon and the superior French army anyway.459 Fifteen million dollars or even 

thirty million dollars was a fair price if it meant that Bonaparte and his French legions did not 

venture into the United States. Fears of a French invasion died down somewhat after the land 

was transferred to American hands, though they flared up later in the decade during the Embargo 

Act and Non-Importation Act crises; many feared that a declaration of war against France then 

would cause Napoleon to cross the Atlantic for an amphibious assault on American soil. 

 In the aftermath of the Louisiana Purchase, Napoleon was much-forgotten: it was his 

decision to sell, but his role in the deal seemed to be little more than an afterthought for many. If 

anything, Americans breathed a sigh of relief at the thought that, once Louisiana was completely 

theirs, it would severely lessen the chances that Napoleon would involve himself much in their 

affairs. Indeed, this fear that Napoleon was planning some sort of invasion of the United States 

dissipated somewhat until 1808, and afterwards became an increasing concern for Americans, 

however unlikely the chances of it occurring were.  

1808 and onwards 

 Though Americans still discussed Napoleon after 1803, it was with much less concern 

until President Thomas Jefferson’s attempts to dissociate the United States from the continuing 
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conflicts in Europe with the poorly planned and badly executed Embargo and Non-Importation 

Acts in 1807 and 1809. Jefferson sought to return the United States to a neutral sort of diplomatic 

state that would not force him to choose sides between Britain and France. Personally, Jefferson 

was a Francophile who adored French culture and ideas, but as a statesman, he abhorred 

Napoleon and what Bonaparte stood for. To Jefferson, Napoleon meant the destruction of so 

many of the ideals the French Revolution had tried to accomplish, such as liberty and equality. 

Yet Jefferson could not ally America with its former overlord, Britain, with a clear conscience 

when he thought back to earlier British crimes against Americans that led to American 

independence in 1776. What was Jefferson to do? Essentially, he decided not to choose either, a 

sort of “plague on both your houses” thinking. Despite not taking a side in the wars, Jefferson 

still believed that there was a chance that Napoleon would attempt to seize control of the United 

States through an invasion of the Spanish Floridas.460  

William Ellery Channing also believed in a French invasion. Channing was a widely 

known Unitarian minister in Boston who delivered many sermons on the nefariousness of both 

the French in general and Napoleon in particular. In April 1810, Channing attacked Bonaparte 

for his malicious, overweening ambitions and his seeming desire to conquer the world. He asked 

in his sermon:  

Will it be said that the conqueror has too much work at home to 
care for America?  He has indeed work at home; but unhappily for 
this country, that work ever brings us to his view.  There is one 
work, one object, which is ever present to the mind of Napoleon. It 
mingles with all his thoughts.  It is his dream by night, his care by 
day.  He did not forget it on the shores of the Baltic, or at the banks 
of the Danube—The ruin of England is the first, the most settled 
purpose of his heart.  That nation is the only barrier to his 
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ambition.461 
 

Channing thought that Napoleon planned to conquer America after England fell under his feet, 

because England was the main enemy of France and Napoleon, and thus, acted as a buffer 

between France and America. Without England in Napoleon’s way, he would then turn toward 

America as his next target, according to Channing, which was all part of his “scheme of 

universal conquest.”462  He went on to point out that it was only natural that Napoleon would 

want to conquer the United States because they sprang from the same soil as England, spoke the 

same language, but also because America, like England, was a commercial power, and 

everybody engaging in commerce must necessarily have ties with England. Channing believed 

those reasons alone would be enough for Napoleon to consider making a conquest out of 

America.  

 Channing believed that there were many in America who did not understand the dangers 

that Napoleon and the French posed to the United States. He thought that these people were 

naïve. “I fear, there are many, who are blinded to the true character of the conqueror of Europe, 

by the splendour of his victories; many, who attach to him the noble qualities, which have been 

displayed by other heroes, and who repose a secret hope in his clemency.”463 Channing saw 

through Napoleon’s charade, and tried to show his listeners what he saw in Napoleon that they, 

he presumed, did not. “They ought to know, and they might know, that he has risen to power in a 

revolution, which has had a peculiar influence in hardening the heart; that his character is 

unillumined [sic] by one ray of beneficence; that he is dark, vindictive, unrelenting; that no man 

loves him, that he cares for no man’s love; that he asks only to be feared, and that fear and horror 
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are the only sentiments he ought to inspire.”464 This was the person that Channing feared would 

invade the United States—a person that had no natural feelings, that did not care for humanity 

except for the fear they held him in.  

 Should his congregation still fail to understand how dire the situation in America was, 

Channing had still more to say on the matter. After discussing the military state in France, 

Channing stated, “WAR, WAR is the solemn note which resounds through every department of 

state. And is such a nation to be viewed with indifference, with unconcern? Have we nothing to 

fear, because an ocean rolls between us?”465 Channing posited that it was foolish to think that a 

mere body of water like the Atlantic Ocean would stop someone like Napoleon from attaining a 

goal he had set for himself. Channing further elucidated his ideas by adding, “We then, we may 

be assured, are not overlooked by Napoleon. We are a nation which has sprung from England. 

We have received from her our laws and many of our institutions. We speak her language, and in 

her language we dare to express the indignation, which she feels at oppression.”466 Channing 

believed that part of the reason why Napoleon would consider invading the United States was 

because of its history and connections with Great Britain, which Napoleon vowed to destroy at 

all costs. Channing thought that, despite America’s fraught history with Britain, they were the 

more natural allies for the United States, and not France, should war need to be declared. He 

spent much of his time in sermons elucidating the reasons for a British alliance over that of a 

French one,  

 Channing understood that Napoleon wanted the entire world under his thumb, and 

therefore had to invade America to accomplish that goal. “Can we then suppose that the 
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ambitious, keen-sighted Napoleon overlooks us …; that he wants nothing of us, and is content 

that we should prosper and be at peace, because we are so distant from his throne? Has he not 

already told us, that we must embark in his cause? Has he not himself declared war for us against 

England?”467 Clearly, Channing despised and feared Napoleon, and dreaded the possibility of 

either being invaded by France or being its ally against Great Britain. As pointed out in Chapter 

Two, Channing, like so many ministers, believed the effects of being intimately connected with 

France corrupted everything the French touched. Channing added on this point that, “France 

begins her conquests with corruption … Such are the effects of subjection to France, or what is 

the same thing, of alliance with her, and when we consider how much this subjection is desired 

by Napoleon,” continuing his thought, “when we consider the power and the arts, which he can 

combine for effecting his wishes and purposes, what reason we have to tremble!”468 Channing 

saw that Napoleon was a person much to be feared. Napoleon had the backing of the strong and 

well-blooded French army, which had crushed several European armies as a child carelessly 

destroying a sandcastle, but also Bonaparte’s personality and character lent itself rather easily to 

gloomy thoughts of potential French invasion of the United States and its subjugation to its 

French overlords.  

 J. S. J. Gardiner, the rector of Trinity Church in Boston, described his fear of French 

domination over America in an 1812 discourse, prior to the United States’ declaration of war 

against Great Britain. He explained the situation the country found itself in—between Britain, 

which had attacked American vessels in American waters close to shore, and France, which 

passed contradictory decrees that alternatively prohibited and allowed trade with the United 

States, and which no American knew what to think about its ruler or his future plans—and 
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Gardiner worried for the United States’ sake. He believed that President James Madison and 

Congress erred by declaring war on the wrong foe, and asked, “why should we pour out all the 

vials of our wrath on Great-Britain for not revoking her orders in council … and submit patiently 

to the atrocious conduct of France? To what purpose is it to talk of defending our rights, when 

we ought to avenge our wrongs?”469 Gardiner believed that Napoleon was “the aggressor,” and 

that he was a “ferocious and blood-thirsty tyrant, who battens on the miseries of man, and 

violates at pleasure every law human and divine.”470 Truly, this was the country America should 

have declared war upon. Yet Gardiner realized what many paranoid New Englanders did not in 

1812, which was that Napoleon had no realistic way of reaching the United States, and 

moreover, “the British power has for years been increasing, while that of France, if not on the 

decline, is at least stationary.”471 Gardiner put it more plainly, for those who were unaware of 

earlier Continental developments, “Napoleon, like Aeolus in his cave, may bluster on the 

continent, but to that continent he is confined. Not for him is the empire of the sea, nor 

commerce, nor colonies, nor ships.”472 All of those things belonged solely to Britain. To declare 

war on the only true worldwide super-power was foolish, in Gardiner’s opinion. He thought the 

United States should wait until they had more money in the treasury and a greater population at 

their backs, as well as a fully operational army and navy at their disposal—all things America 

lacked in 1812.  

 The real reason for declaring war against Great Britain was so that it would make the 

country an easier target for Napoleon, Gardiner proposed. “A war would be disgraceful and 
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injurious to both countries; and France, the common enemy of both, would alone derive from the 

contest. And shall we reward her, for all her spoliations and insults, by gratifying her selfish 

wishes? ‘Shall your brethren go to war,’ and thus, by exhausting the resources of your country, 

render it an easier prey to French ambition?” Gardiner questioned the logic in declaring war 

against an opponent the United States had almost no chance in defeating when it was clear that 

their true enemy was France, which had been identified by many religious people as the Beast, 

the antichrist, and a sign of the end times. “And shall we go to war, in favour of France, who 

robs us, who insults us, who confiscates our property, who burns our vessels; with a nation, that 

speaks the same language,… that is governed nearly by the same laws,…that earnestly wishes 

for our friendship,” and, more to the point, in Gardiner’s mind, an opponent “that is fighting for 

her own liberty, and the liberty of the world,…that can do us the most harm in war, and most 

good in peace?”473 Why declare war on Britain when it was obvious in 1812 who the real enemy 

was? This was the question so many New Englanders asked themselves in the years after 1808. 

Indeed, as Gardiner himself put it, “if this be wisdom, what is folly?”474  

Conclusion 

I argue here that Americans feared Napoleon and France too much to openly defy or 

challenge him. Though Napoleon did not possess a navy large enough to sail to the United 

States, the potential for that disaster still lingered in American minds, and terrified them. 

Americans saw him as an enigma, one that was entirely inscrutable and too devious to ever 

understand, except for the fact that he was evil and impious, that he would stop at nothing to 

conquer the world, including America, was entirely believable to many in the United States. 

Ironically, of course, the British invaded the United States during the War of 1812, and destroyed 
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much of Washington, D.C. in doing so. In some ways, Americans looked at things incorrectly—

they should have feared Great Britain more than they did, or ascribed less supernatural and evil 

powers and more realistic abilities to Napoleon. 

 In these two chapters on paranoia I have posited that the reason for the conspiracy talk of 

the Early Republic lay in New Englanders’ feelings of insecurity. During this time, events both 

within and outside of the United States forced Federalists to struggle with the problems of party 

politics, threats to their religious order, as well as a possibly dangerous change of power from 

one party to another. Americans’ inability to come to grips with all of these issues caused them 

to turn to the most logical answer for them—conspiracy.  

Again, I will quote Richard Hofstadter, because I believe he describes how Americans 

saw Napoleon in the Early Republic.  

This enemy is clearly delineated: he is a perfect model of malice, a 
kind of amoral superman: sinister, ubiquitous, powerful, cruel, 
sensual, luxury-loving. Unlike the rest of us, the enemy is not 
caught in the toils of the vast mechanism of history, himself a 
victim of his past, his desires, his limitations. He is a free, active, 
demonic agent. He wills, indeed he manufactures, the mechanism 
of history himself, or deflects the normal course of history in an 
evil way. He makes crises … causes depressions, manufactures 
disasters, and then enjoys and profits from the misery he has 
produced.475  
 

So much of Hofstadter’s conclusions here echo Americans’ own thoughts about Napoleon. 

Channing, in particular, viewed Napoleon in this way. Napoleon was not a man caught in the 

web of history or his own past—he manufactured history with his every word and deed, and 

created history himself without relying on others to do it for him. As people like Channing and 

Jefferson saw him, Napoleon was an “amoral superman” that possessed “sinister, ubiquitous, 

powerful, cruel” traits that caught others and placed them under his spell. All of these ideas are 
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the very definition of Hofstadter’s “paranoid style” thesis, which so closely fits how New 

Englanders such as Gardiner and Hamilton viewed Napoleon.  

 There is still more work to be done, however, in explaining the paranoid American in the 

Early Republic. Hofstadter states, “the fact that movements employing the paranoid style are not 

constant but come in successive episodic waves suggests that the paranoid disposition is 

mobilized into action chiefly by social conflicts that involve ultimate schemes of values and that 

that bring fundamental fears and hatreds, rather than negotiable interests, into political action,” to 

which he adds that, “catastrophe or the fear of catastrophe is most likely to elicit the syndrome of 

paranoid rhetoric. In American experience, ethnic and religious conflicts, with their threat of the 

submergence of whole systems of values, have plainly been the major focus for militant and 

suspicious minds of this sort.”476 This explains why Americans continued to see conspiracies and 

treasons, and feared the possibility of invasion over a period of time, even when it was entirely 

unlikely to occur. It also answers why episodes of paranoia in the United States appeared when 

they did as with invasion fears—1799, right before an election year with an unpopular first-term 

president and a partially-suppressed second political party nascent and rising in the wings to 

challenge the contest; 1808, the end of a two-term presidency that ended in an unrivalled 

economic disaster for much of the country; and 1812, when political and foreign affairs 

developments caused America to make a difficult choice between a rock and a truly hard place 

militarily—in all of these things were catastrophic for New Englanders, and so they turned to the 

most obvious answer as to why they happened—the conspiracy theory in the shape of a French 

foreign invasion headed by the preeminent military leader of the time, Napoleon Bonaparte. The 

next chapter on paranoia examines how the multitude of conspiracy theories that enveloped the 
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United States during the 1800s caused many to doubt the strength and unity of the country itself, 

as well as how much France had to do with many of these.  
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CHAPTER 6 

 

THE REHABILITATION OF THE IMAGE OF NAPOLEON 

 
 Writing in his diary in 1819, the future president John Quincy Adams commented on the 

fate of Napoleon in exile: 

Napoleon has concentrated upon his individual person more of the 
hatred of mankind than any other individual of the age. He has, 
perhaps, done more evil than any man living. He attained greater 
power than any one has exercised since the days of Charlemagne, 
and his abuse of power was in proportion to its extent. His fall was, 
as punishment to him, the consummation of justice. No agony of 
sufferance can be too exquisite, no prolongation of torture too 
excruciating, for the depth and magnitude of his offences against 
his species; be he is punished by instruments, in a moral point of 
view—no better than himself—base and ignoble instruments—
who, with all his depravity, have none of his redeeming 
greatness.477 
 

Adams’ thoughts on the dramatic reversal of fortunes suffered by Bonaparte speak loudly to 

perceptions of the former emperor in New England. Though Adams was a career diplomat and 

politician who had travelled all over the world on the business of America, he never lost sight of 

its republican values nor his own New England heritage and culture. Adams believed that 

Napoleon had reaped what he had sown throughout his life, which was a field full of miseries 

and “evil.” Therefore, it was just and right that Bonaparte should be punished for his deeds, 

because he deserved everything that happened to him. As Adams wrote, “no agony of sufferance 

can be too exquisite, no prolongation of torture too excruciating” could make up for all of 

Napoleon’s actions toward his fellow human beings. However, Adams mitigated some of 

Napoleon’s actions (often called his “crimes” by American observers) with Bonaparte’s 
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“redeeming greatness,” that no one else living possessed. Many of Adams’ contemporaries saw 

the same when they examined accounts of European events.  

 In this chapter, I argue that Americans in New England and the Mid-Atlantic expressed 

conflicted feelings towards Napoleon after 1814, when he first fell from power after the 

combined Allied victory in the Sixth Coalition War and was forced out of by the French 

legislature.478 Napoleon subsequently abdicated the throne and the victorious Allies sent him to 

live in exile on the island of Elba in the Mediterranean Sea. On one hand, Americans despised 

the majority of Bonaparte’s actions as emperor, and condemned him for his “war-mongering,” as 

they called it, believing that he enjoyed wading in the blood of Europeans. On the other hand, 

Americans thought they knew what kind of man he was, and how he should be dealt with and 

handled. Americans in 1814 feared change, and worried about who would replace Bonaparte at 

the head of France, should he be dethroned. Would the successful Allied Powers restore the 

Bourbons to their ancient throne? Would they allow the French people to choose for themselves, 

or would the Allies make a selection for France? If the Allies brought back the Bourbons, would 

there be peace at last, or would the French rise up again to bring the Bourbons down? These 

questions disturbed early Americans.  

This chapter focuses most of its attention on the year 1814 as a case study for 

understandings of Napoleon in the United States and how that year transformed most opinions of 

him. People in the Mid-Atlantic and New England differed in perspectives toward Napoleon 
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Netherlands, and Baden. Most of the smaller countries, especially those in the Confederation of 
the Rhine, only deserted Napoleon after the French defeat at the battle of Leipzig. The Sixth 
Coalition War began in 1813, and essentially picked up where the five previous coalitions left 
off. The point of all the Coalition Wars was to end the French Revolution and to turn back the 
hands of time in Europe once the Allies succeeded. 
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during this time because of how they believed the European events would impact America. 

Those in New England displayed less sympathy in opinion due to their more overtly religious 

outlook on life, while in the Mid-Atlantic Americans approached the issue more pragmatically 

with an eye toward trade and the balance of power. In particular, I examine how Americans 

attempted to structure their opinions about Napoleon by trying to decide what most benefited the 

United States—either his removal from power or his continuance as Emperor of the French. I 

argue that 1814 was critical to the transformation of New England and the Mid-Atlantic’s 

understandings of Napoleon Bonaparte. Further, I show how the effects of his later imprisonment 

on St. Helena impacted their opinions, and how Americans became, if not downright empathetic 

to Napoleon, at least more sympathetic towards him in the wake of the establishment of the 

repressive system established after his exile.  

1814—The Year of Reverses 

The War of 1812 drags on 

America was not impartial at the end of the Napoleonic Empire. Fighting still continued 

between the United States and Great Britain in the War of 1812, arguably caused by Bonaparte’s 

meddling in American commercial affairs. New England had attempted unsuccessfully to 

prevent the United States from going to war with Britain because they saw France and Napoleon 

as the true reason for British impressment of American sailors and subsequent seizures of 

American vessels on the high seas; when President James Madison announced the decision to 

declare war against Great Britain, New Englanders pointed at this as another example of “French 

influence” in the higher reaches of government—French influence being seen as orders from 

France that Republicans like Thomas Jefferson and Madison then carried out on Napoleon’s 

behalf. As a result of their feelings about the war, New Englanders dragged their feet in paying 
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for its support, something that Republicans throughout the area derided and complained about 

frequently. The War of 1812 so divided New England that Federalists such as Timothy Pickering 

argued for the secession of the area from the rest of the country, going as far as helping to 

organize the Hartford Convention of December 1814 that discussed Federalist grievances toward 

the Republican administration and the general war effort.  

In looking at European events, those in the Mid-Atlantic attempted to find the silver 

lining for the United States. Indeed, many posited that the end of the general European war also 

spelled an end of the war between America and Britain, either because Britain would be in the 

mood for peace, but also because once Napoleon was out of the picture Britain could concentrate 

fully on the war in North America. “And we learn further, that the allied sovereigns in Paris were 

negociating [sic] with the French senate, independent of Bonaparte. It is the current opinion in 

England, that a general peace will take place, in which America will be concluded,” reported The 

War, a New York-based paper.479 As the Otsego Herald of Cooperstown, New York, noted, what 

happened in Europe affected everyone in the world, not just Europe. “The French news, received 

this day, is of the greatest importance to Europe, and may probably implicate this country in its 

consequences. … The events related are truly astonishing, when compared with the situation of 

Bonaparte two years ago.” The Herald concluded, “our hope is that a general peace will be 

effected, and an end put to our contest, but we fear the influence of Britain at the congress will 

prevent so desirable an issue.”480 Both papers hoped that America’s war would come to an end 

once the Allies decided Napoleon’s fate.  

Indeed, one Federalist journalist believed that, “Mr. Madison has declared—That 

‘Napoleon is doomed never to rise again.’ This is the key to all mysteries—Therefore it is ‘that 

                                                
479 “Late from England,” The War, New York; 17 May 1814, 193. 
480 Otsego Herald, Cooperstown, NY; 2 April 1814, 2. Borrowed from the Columbian. 
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the embargo comes off’—the whole continental system is abandoned—the noise about 

impressment will be hushed—and the war will be ended. These are and will be the certain 

consequences of the overthrow of Napoleon Bonaparte.’”481 Many Federalists opposed the War 

of 1812, in part because they believed that the United States should have declared war against 

Napoleon’s France instead, but also because many still thought that declaring a war against a 

European nation went against the neutrality that George Washington had advocated when 

leaving office in 1796. Federalists, as has been discussed, preferred Britain over France as a rule, 

and often accused Republicans of being under what they called “French influence;” that is, being 

told what to do by Napoleon without regard for what was truly best for America.  

 With the Republican declaration of war against Great Britain, Federalists believed they 

had proof of French influence at the highest levels of government, a place they had been shut out 

of since the general election of 1796. Federalist argued that the commercial laws passed by both 

Thomas Jefferson and James Madison worked to help Napoleon coerce the British into making 

peace with him rather than benefit American merchants.482 As one newspaper explained it to 

their readers, “by throwing our weight into the scale of Bonaparte and his continental system, we 

did all in our power to perpetuate his tyranny, and to shut up those sources of wealth which Mr. 

Madison now finds so inviting.” The Boston Daily Advertiser argued further against the War of 

1812 that it was actually in the United States’ best interests to support Britain. “We have always 

said that though we were at war with Great Britain, she was fighting our battles, and that we 

were interested in her success. … It is in fact to the British nation, which it is the cant of the day 

to stigmatize as a nation of shopkeepers or of pirates, that we owe the emancipation of Europe, 

                                                
481 Federal Republican, Baltimore; 4 April 1814, 2.  
482 Though this was not actually the case, Federalists continued to argue this in their newspapers 
throughout 1814.  
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and the remnant of our liberties,” and by 1814, Britain, in their opinion, was the only thing 

stopping Napoleon from accomplishing his supposed goal of universal dominion. In fact, the 

Daily Advertiser continued, “[Great Britain] kept alive the vestal spark which Russia fanned to a 

flame, and which has at last blazed upon the benighted world.”483 Without Britain’s leadership, 

Federalists, like those publishing the Daily Advertiser or the Federal Republican, contended 

Napoleon would have conquered the world already instead of teetering on the brink of losing all 

of his political power and being conquered himself. “Some dozen years hence, when other men 

are in power than the dominant sect, whose phrenzy darkens the intellect, it will be universally 

acknowledged, that the overthrow of the tyrant was the preservation of the American 

republic.”484 In other words, when Federalists were again in charge of the country, people would 

realize that Napoleon’s downfall brought security and peace to the United States. The strength of 

the conviction of many New Englanders that the Republicans were under the spell of French 

influence took the form of many jeering and unflattering news stories about Madison’s “about-

face” in repealing the Continental System in the waning days of the French Empire. 

Part of the Federalist problem with the Republican preference for France lay in France’s 

ruler.485 Napoleon was a tyrant who delighted in waging war so that he could wade in the blood 

of the slain, they asserted. Had he ever attempted to make a lasting peace with the rest of 

Europe? No, they argued, because that would mean the end of the wars and bloodshed, which the 

Federalists were fond of elucidating in gory detail for their readers, hoping to hammer home the 

                                                
483 Boston Daily Advertiser, 6 April 1814, 2.  
484 Federal Republican, Georgetown, D.C., 2 April 1814, 2. 
485 Federalists preferred Britain over France as a rule because of the similarities the United States 
shared with Britain culturally, spiritually, and linguistically. They believed that Britain’s 
commercial interests benefitted the United States’ growing economy. 
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idea that the Napoleon was a bloodthirsty murderer. Federalists attempted to point out the flaws 

of the French system to show the rest of America the problems Napoleon caused:  

Republicans, this is the true portrait of French democracy. Blood 
and slaughter, violence and death! This is the nation to whom the 
Jeffersonians are so partial. The mighty power of Napoleon grew 
out of the republican and consular governments. He drags his 
subjects to his armies to fight and die not for their country, but for 
his boundless ambition.486 
 

Napoleon’s entire system of government and his power were based upon warfare, Federalists 

noted. They made sure to use the goriest language possible to elucidate their idea. Federalists 

maintained that the Republicans told Americans that they had nothing to fear from Napoleon or 

the French. Yet, the Dedham Gazette in Massachusetts claimed:  

But we are told that ‘the Emperor loves the Americans.’ So does 
the tyger love his prey. Ask Switzerland, Spain, Portugal and some 
other states of Europe, once deceived and ensnared by the tyrant, 
they can tell the effects of his love. … It is worthy of remark, that 
those nations who have been most friendly to France have suffered 
the most, and those who have opposed that power have suffered 
the least.487 
 

The Gazette pointed out the irony of the way Napoleon treated countries—those who were 

“friendly” to him such as Spain and Switzerland “suffered the most” from his “love,” while those 

that “opposed [Napoloen] have suffered the least.” This is an interesting theory on the part of the 

Gazette, but it does not take into account the “sufferings” of the New England and Mid-Atlantic 

merchants who had lost thousands of dollars in money, cargo, and vessels to the Continental 

System’s policy of no neutral nations. Does that mean the United States had actually opposed 

Napoleon and therefore there was no real “French influence” in the government?   

                                                
486 Dedham Gazette, Dedham, MA; 8 April 1814, 4. 
487 Ibid, 4. 
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 The Dartmouth Gazette continued along in the same vein of the Dedham Gazette that, 

“the conclusion is irresistible that France was our only enemy; that the flattered, or frightened, or 

corrupted our administration, and forced these measures upon us.” There was no other way for 

many in New England to see the War of 1812 than as a result of the administration’s favoring of 

France over Britain to the detriment of the American economy. The Dartmouth Gazette further 

argued, “who will … have the unblushing impudence to show his face among honest men where 

he wishes to pass for a man of common sense and common honesty, and declare that ‘the finger 

of Napoleon’ was not in these measures.”488 When the British finally invaded the south of France 

from Spain and the more royalist French towns began opening their gates to the marching Allies, 

Federalists began poking fun at Madison’s volte-face, “What do we hear? Mr. Madison the 

Eulogist of Great-Britain! He thanking God for the success of Lord Wellington, and the 

admirable effects of the plans of Liverpool and Castlereigh! It is even so. … We have read it 

over and over again,” the Salem Gazette began their attack on Madison. “We have tried every 

possible mode of construction to reconcile it with Mr. Madison’s past conduct, and we could not 

but conclude, that as Bonaparte had deserted him, he in a rage was resolved to desert Bonaparte; 

or rather, as Fortune or the Devil had abandoned his protector, he would abandon him too,” the 

Salem Gazette persisted. Either Madison lost faith in Napoleon’s prowess or Napoleon left 

Madison hanging out to dry when the Continental System began to collapse in Europe, the Salem 

Gazette thought. What the Gazette did know was that the French alliance, as the Federalists 

considered it, was dead, and along with it was the hated Embargo. “One thing you may rejoice 

in. It is not Lord Wellington, or the Crown Prince, or Blucher, that has destroyed the Embargo—

nor has it been our opposition, or the failure to carry it into rigid effect, but the Monster has had 
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his bowels gnawed out by his own offspring. Like a suicide he should be denied Christian 

burial.”489 Interesting here too are the religious overtones of the Salem Gazette’s article, which, 

as I argued earlier in this dissertation, provided Americans in New England a way of 

understanding Napoleon and his actions.  

 In general, then, it is apparent that New Englanders like those of the Salem Gazette or the 

Dedham Gazette saw Napoleon’s disgrace and fall from power as part of a grand moral story. 

For fifteen years, Napoleon had waged war across the world, and his armies had killed thousands 

of people. New Englanders were fond of talking about the great quantities of blood shed during 

those battles and wars. During this time when Napoleon’s power was at its height, it may be 

remembered, New England ministers preached that the French (and more specifically Napoleon) 

would eventually reap what they sowed, because God would punish them for their actions. What 

the ministers tried to impress on their audience was that all the miseries inflicted upon Europe 

would come back around to France and Napoleon. When Bonaparte began to lose battles and his 

grip on his power in Europe began slipping, New Englanders exulted in the rightness of God, 

because their beliefs had been justified and their predictions fulfilled. God smote Napoleon 

because of his wickedness, and that was the moral of the story for New Englanders.   

Federalist Americans spoke with much regret of the declaration of war against Britain in 

1812, and harkened back to Washington’s Farewell Address that counseled neutrality and 

abstention from the affairs of Europe. Senator Laban Wheeler of Massachusetts asked the other 

members of Congress, “How much better would it have been for us, while all Europe were in 

arms, to have preserved a course of impartial neutrality, as recommended by the great 
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Washington, and not have become a party to their wars?”490 Had America remained neutral as 

Washington advocated, Wheeler argued, the United States could have paid off their national debt 

and still have money left over, but “instead of pursuing this wise and prudent course of policy, as 

if tired of prosperity, we shackled and restrained our very profitable commerce by acts of 

embargo and non-intercourse, until our publick [sic] funds were exhausted” and, to make matters 

still worse, he continued, “many of our citizens reduced from affluence to poverty; and then 

rushed precipitously into a war against one of the most powerful nations in the world without 

previous preparation, which now cannot be carried on without intolerable taxation upon the 

people.”491 Thus, in the mind of Wheeler, the United States should have stayed out of the conflict 

because it did not concern them and it offered them no real chance for success. Instead, many in 

America actually lost money, and continued to be in debt because of the Republican policies and 

eventual declaration of war.  

Further, Wheeler believed that, while the war itself was pointless (“the little probability 

of attaining any valuable object by it”) and without merit, all Americans needed to support the 

American cause, whether they were for or against the war. Wheeler’s audience here was not the 

really the whole of Congress, but instead recalcitrant New Englanders who dragged their feet in 

supporting a war that they did not like. If they were not for the war, Wheeler thought them 

“moral traitors” on a par with the traitor of Christ, Judas Iscariot.492 The New Englander Wheeler 

is clear in his type of examples to elucidate his point—the use of Judas was a religious example 

all Americans, and especially those in New England, were bound to understand. To conclude his 

remarks on the bill proposed for raising additional troops, Wheeler pointed out that the reason 
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more were needed because of inclement weather, which was caused by God, and therefore, 

Wheeler asserted, “that Being, that directs the storm, may again bring on adverse weather, at the 

moment of success, and thus render unavailing all our efforts.”493 Essentially, Wheeler argued 

that God was against America in the War of 1812, and the sooner the rest of the United States 

understood God’s message, the more lives and money would be saved.  

 New England’s understanding of Napoleon was that his plight was of his own devising, 

and that he was being divinely punished; relatively few New Englanders expressed sympathy for 

him during 1814. The situation was different in the Mid-Atlantic region, however. For them, 

their interpretation of European events was more nuanced, as opposed to the moralistic overtones 

of New Englanders. People in the Mid-Atlantic believed that Napoleon, while not a good person 

by any stretch of their imagination, presented the best hope for America’s expanding economy in 

that he occupied the attention of the British. The British, thus distracted by Napoleon’s antics on 

the continent, ignored the United States’ attempts at securing more markets for American goods. 

For those in the Mid-Atlantic, Napoleon was something of a positive good, then. It is in the Mid-

Atlantic that the most balanced view of Napoleon was expressed, and also the most pragmatic of 

the two areas in this study.  

  The best scenario Americans saw for ending the war was that the British would treat with 

American commissioners in Europe and conclude the War of 1812 when the British finalized 

business with Napoleon and the rest of their Allies. Wheeler believed Americans should jump at 

the opportunity to make peace without suffering any more casualties so that the United States 

could get back to the real business of making money.494 If that meant keeping Napoleon in 

power, some Americans were willing to go along with that plan. The Independent Chronicle of 
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Boston reprinted an editorial from the Baltimore American, which argued that, “although we 

don’t care one cent for Bonaparte personally, our opinion is, that he is at present a very necessary 

instrument to keep in check the enormous and overwhelming ambition of England,” because, the 

American reasoned, “if he is able to maintain his ground in his own country, which we hope he 

may, that then the United States will be better able to obtain a reasonable peace, and the civilized 

world a better chance of general tranquility.”495 Why they believed “the civilized world” would 

finally find peace with Napoleon after 1814, when Europe had not known a general peace since a 

brief intermission eighteen-month intermission in hostilities between France and Britain in 1802 

and 1803, is unclear. The American’s editor, however, felt that the best way for the United States 

to make peace was to hang onto Napoleon’s coattails a little longer so that their war could be 

settled when his was. They also saw him as the best way of preventing Britain from taking 

control over the entire world, something Americans accused Napoleon of wanting to do for the 

past fifteen years. If Napoleon was wreaking havoc in Europe, Britain was almost compelled to 

step in to fight him, the American argued—if Napoleon was removed from power, what would 

be left was an open field for Britain to stride across unimpeded. Already Napoleon’s image as a 

world-conqueror seemed to be receding into the past for Americans, which is one of the ways his 

reputation changes for New Englanders in years after 1814.  

 The War of 1812 challenged the idea of American unity, which was already strained by 

the presence of two parties that constantly and virulently attacked each other. The war merely 

added fuel to the already raging fire of partisanship. As one Philadelphia paper explained it, 

recent stories about Napoleon’s setbacks were nothing to gloat at, because, “the affairs of 

Bonaparte are not irretrievable. If they were Americans should be the last to exult in the issue: 
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and none would exult, except those unprincipled partisans, who would willingly protract a war, 

that they might magnify its disasters, and raise themselves to power by the calamities, if not upon 

the ruin of their country.”496 The Voice of the Nation argued that only most “unprincipled 

partisans” wanted to see the United States lose any chance they had in making peace with Britain 

in cheering for a continuance of Napoleon’s misfortunes. The message of unity fell on many deaf 

ears in New England and the Mid-Atlantic, however, as circumstances later in the war continued 

to show.  

 New England and the Mid-Atlantic developed two very different approaches toward 

Napoleon in 1814. In New England, a place where Napoleon had been labeled the antichrist and 

the spawn of Satan sent to punish humanity for their sins, it was just and right that Britain and 

the Allies should remove him from power. With the strongest religious, cultural and linguistic 

similarities and ties to Britain, coupled with the remnants of the Federalist Party situated in New 

England, it is unsurprising that those in that area generally favored Britain and championed 

British interests above those of France. People in New England fought against the War of 1812 

because they saw Great Britain above all as a friend to the United States, and that Britain was 

fighting the good fight over the heathen atheist Napoleon as desired by God.  

 On the other hand, the Mid-Atlantic saw things more warily in terms of British influence 

in American affairs. Those in the Mid-Atlantic states, such as Pennsylvania and New York, 

cautioned the rest of the country in prudence toward Britain, pointing out that Britain, like the 

United States, was also a commercial power, and therefore had a vested interest in not helping 

America, nor acting in the United States’ best interests. They saw Britain, not France, as the true 

enemy of America, and believed that there was a real need to keep Napoleon in power to retain a 
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check on British ambitions, which, as people in New England had often warned about France, 

were turned towards universal dominion. If Napoleon remained emperor, the Mid-Atlantic 

thought, his presence would draw Great Britain’s attention away from commerce in the rest of 

the world and onto him instead. Morality did not really enter into their understandings of 

Napoleon—though they realized, like the Baltimore American, that his was not the best 

character, he was the best chance the United States had at keeping Britain’s ambitions at bay.  

The Campaign for France in Newspaper Coverage 

 In general, the newspapers’ coverage of the war of the Sixth Coalition against Napoleon 

resembled what Americans read about Bonaparte’s first military campaign in Italy in 1796. Most 

of the reports contained particulars of the battles, where they were fought, which generals were 

involved, casualties if they knew them, and things of that nature. New Englanders eagerly 

awaited the publication of the latest accounts of battles, and when the Allies began invading 

France in the late spring of 1814, an increase in the number of advertisements for books with 

maps of France occurred along with it.497 Again papers talked about his military brilliance, which 

“shone with brighter splendour [sic]” during the campaign for France because of the number of 

striking victories Napoleon won with much smaller armies than he had been using in the last 

several years.498 Reports of battles were reprinted across New England, including major errors, 

such as the distance from the city of Troyes to Paris, which some papers printed as being only 25 

kilometers when in reality the distance is over 150 kilometers.499  

                                                
497 Connecticut Journal, New Haven, CT; 4 April 1814, 3. This particular advertisement 
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498 Warren, “For the Watchman. Napoleon the Deliverer!” American Watchman, Wilmington, 
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As with all news in the Early Republic, it was subject to much speculation and inaccurate 

reporting. A key example of this was in the last days of the Empire when Napoleon was 

constantly fighting battles for his throne, which was followed with avidity throughout the United 

States as well as England. Americans were so keen to find out what was happening in France that 

they often took stories from the most unlikely sources as true, even when faced with evidence to 

the contrary. “A vessel has arrived from France in 38 days, and brings intelligence that the allies 

had been defeated by Bonaparte in several battles, and were in full retreat out of France. We 

have not room in the paper for further particulars,” a newspaper in New York known as The War 

commented.500 Yet two days later, the Mercantile Advertiser had it from the Washington-based 

Commercial Advertiser that, “a rumor is prevailing this day, which occasions considerable 

conversation, that a general peace has been concluded between the allies and the French; and that 

Bonaparte is still to reign as emperor. It is said that it comes by a flag of truce, which has within 

a day or two been on board of the British fleet in the Chesapeake.” The Mercantile Advertiser’s 

editor confessed to his readers, “I have not been able to ascertain whether it is true or not.”501  

What were Americans to make of these conflicting stories? Essentially, what they did 

was to read what they could and sort it out for themselves according to their own political bent, 

exactly opposite of what the Voice of the Nation advised against. Some, like the Federalists, 

hoped for the success of the Allies against Napoleon while others, mostly Republicans, 

trumpeted news of his victories throughout their papers—this is clear in their newspapers. 

“Every day furnishes us with some new anecdote of this extraordinary man. … Hate Bonaparte 

as much as you please, fear him as much you will; you cannot help saying to yourself—‘What a 
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man is this! What resources of mind! What a wonderful genius does he exhibit!’” copied the 

Republican-leaning Boston Patriot from the Richmond Enquirer. “It is our impression that 

Bonaparte will remain fixed on the throne of France—that the Emperor of Austria will be 

opposed to his dethronement, and that Frenchmen will be stimulated by pride, as well as by 

resentment at the outrages perpetrated by the allies, to rally around the throne.”502 What evidence 

did the Patriot (or the Enquirer, for that matter) possess that led them to these conclusions? I 

argue that they formed these ideas based on their political stance and left the rest behind. Both 

papers ignored the fact that Napoleon had consistently waged war for nearly fifteen consecutive 

years, but both firmly believed that, “if Bonaparte can ride out the present storm, we believe he 

will make a much better as well as a wiser King: Better, because, discovering that his people 

have not deserted him at his utmost need.”503 They had no proof that this was the case, yet they 

wanted it to be true, so for them, it was true. Republicans especially were guilty of this because 

they wanted a return of the France they loved, and the Napoleon who had made it great again, 

and that was what they saw in 1814. 

Similarly, The Watchman of Wilmington, Delaware, ran a story entitled, “Napoleon the 

Deliverer!” along the same lines of the Patriot’s story that Napoleon had defeated the Allies and 

was victorious in Paris. “The genius of Napoleon, like the wand of an enchanter, has dissipated 

the portentous clouds which loured [sic] over the destiny of France,” a writer known only as 

“Warren” gloated. Warren continued in his praises for Napoleon, by adding that, “Surrounded by 

a brave and faithful people, he has, ere this, driven from his borders the hordes of barbarians 

which threatened that fine country with a fate more disastrous than that of Poland. … Victory 

resumed her wonted stand upon the crest of the French Emperor, and threatens with total 
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destruction of the allies…” He believed that the Allies had mistakenly overstepped their bounds 

when they declared that they were not fighting France but Napoleon in particular, but did not 

stop fighting him until he was within France. Indeed, France’s fate was dire, because “the hordes 

of barbarians which threatened that fine country” might also dismember France like Europe had 

done to Poland during the eighteenth century. “At no period has the career of Napoleon shone 

with brighter splendor than the present moment.—The boundless resources of his mighty mind 

have been developed anew,” but now, The American Watchman and Warren saw Bonaparte in 

this new, “brighter” light. In the most desperate situation he had ever faced, Warren reasoned:  

We have heretofore contemplated him basking in the sunshine of 
prosperity, and many, reasoning upon the experience of history, 
regarded him as the spoiled child of fortune, whom the first shock 
of adversity would take by surprise, and leave to the mercy of his 
opponents. But the season of adversity has arrived—from being the 
arbiter of Europe, Napoleon was driven, by a rapid succession of 
events, within the confines of France, into the heart of which the 
assailants penetrated and followed him:--Adversity finds him 
superior to its dictates; cool and decisive, in a moment he adopts 
the wisest measures, arouses the energies of his people, turns upon 
the invaders, and overwhelm their projects with defeat and ruin.504  
 

It seemed to Warren that Napoleon flourished in adversity, and was well deserving of his throne 

because the French people overwhelmingly supported his claim. While before Bonaparte had 

contentedly sat back on his laurels, now when his great military mind was most needed, he turns 

the tables on the Allies to secure his power. Indeed, Warren believed that France’s continued 

support of Napoleon made him more legitimate than Louis XVIII, the Bourbon pretender to the 

throne, because they rallied to him as their rightful ruler. Warren noted further:   

The invasion of the allies has shewn that the throne of Napoleon 
cannot be shaken—it has established his dynasty upon a basis 
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which no human power can destroy. … Is it possible? can this be 
the man whom the British prints in Europe and America, have a 
thousand times painted as a tyrant before whose enormities, those 
of Caligula and Nero fade to nothing? Is this the man whom they 
described as holding his scepter by the iron tenure of military 
power only, over a people who sighed in secret to avenge their 
sufferings by burying their poinards in his bosom? Never was 
calumnies more amply refuted. … Bonaparte now stood naked and 
defenceless—dependent not only for his crown but his very 
existence, upon the good will, the affection of the French people—
… the restoration of Louis 18th, the legitimate sovereign was the 
certain consequence.  
 

Warren argued that, if the people did not support him, they would have risen up en masse (a 

favorite phrase of American writers) against Napoleon and pushed him from the throne in favor 

of Louis XVIII. Others had talked about the tyranny of Napoleon for years, but when the French 

were given the opportunity to turn on him, they did not do it. Warren contended that this was 

because the French actually saw him as a just leader. Warren wanted to believe that the French 

still loved and wanted Napoleon as their emperor, despite all that had happened in the last fifteen 

years. To this point, Warren argued persuasively:  

These things would have been, had the French people deserted 
their Emperor … they clung round their tyrant as the rock of their 

salvation—they identified their existence with his.  …At his word, 
France poured forth her sons upon the plains of Champaigne [sic] 
and Burgundy, who urged on by the impulse which glowed in the 
breasts … of Washington, have liberated their country from the 
bloodhounds of … Blucher. The deliverance of France is 
accomplished. According to the axiom, that the people are the 
legitimate source of all power, Napoleon is truly the legitimate 
sovereign of France. With the exception perhaps of Alexander of 
Russia, he is the only potentate of Europe to whom this appellation 
properly belongs. … The French Emperor, exalted by his personal 
endowments to the throne, has seen that exaltation confirmed by 
the universal suffrages of his subjects, by a firm adherence to his 
fortunes in the trying moment of adversity. His title is built upon 
the solid basis of the will of the people.”505  
 

                                                
505 Ibid, 3. 
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Leaving aside Warren’s strange idea that Tsar Alexander as being the only other legitimate ruler 

of his country, Warren believed that the French had given their backing to Napoleon through the 

votes they cast for him in the early years of his power. That the French voted and chose 

Napoleon made him the legitimate ruler of France, not Louis XVIII for Warren and many other 

Americans. More to the point, however, was Warren’s idea that France saw Napoleon as 

legitimate because they continued to give him their sons for his armies; if they did not love him 

or want him as their monarch, the French should have refused to heed his request for more 

soldiers. Again, it is worth pointing out that all of Warren’s ideas here about Napoleon’s 

continued emperorship came from false news that the Allies had been pushed out of France by 

Bonaparte, and therefore, his incomplete and incorrect information led Warren to make a series 

of claims based only on his personal political beliefs. He believed that Napoleon was the rightful 

leader, and even though he had done terrible things in the past, he was France’s choice and that 

decision should be upheld.506  

                                                
506 The problem for Americans, however, was that they continued to receive conflicting reports 
on the loyalty of France. Cf, “There is now no doubt but a Treaty for Peace is going on with 
Bonaparte. The Allies have made a fair trial of the sentiments of the French people, and when 
even their Capital is threatened with all the horrors of a Seige [sic], not a voice, that we hear of, 
is raised against him, and they obey him as in the days of prosperity. The Allies are, therefore, it 
is considered, justified it treating with him, on condition they will leave him the Crown, but will 
effectually reduce his power, and disarm his ambition. An Armistice is shortly expected.—
Morning Post.”  [“Extract of a Despatch from Lord Burghersh, Dated Bar Sur Seine, Feb. 6,” 
Baltimore Patriot & Evening Advertiser, Baltimore; 16 April 1814, 3. Though the Morning 

Post’s estimation of when the armistice would occur was incorrect, their thinking that the Allies 
would leave a crown with Napoleon and greatly reduce his power was somewhat factual, though 
probably not in the way they imagined. This article also drew comment from the Independent 

Chronicle on 18 April 1814, which printed the note that, “It will be seen by the details under the 
foreign head, that the Morning Post, a high ministerial print, acknowledges the French people to 
be as unanimous in favor of Bonaparte, and obey him as readily as in the days of his prosperity. 
The allies, therefore, it says, are justified in treating with him; and there is no doubt but a treaty 
of peace is going on. This speaks volumes!” (Independent Chronicle, Boston; 18 April 1814, 2)] 
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The Geographical and Military Museum argued the same point as Warren in The 

American Watchman in that France should choose who would lead them, not the Allies.  

The aspects of affairs in Europe, and the date of the latest accounts 
from France, are such as to induce a belief that the momentous 
question, whether Bonaparte, the Bourbons, or Nobody, are to 
reign in that country, is decided ere this. If the French really “love” 
Bonaparte, they will remain unconquerable, and the allied forces 
will experience reverse similar to those sustained by the French in 
their retreat from Moscow: On the contrary, if there is a latent 
Bourbon sympathy still remaining in the hearts of the French 
People, Napoleon will fall—like Lucifer.507 
 

The Museum argued that the choice for control of France was obvious: if they wanted to continue 

with Bonaparte at the head, they would remain unconquered and the Allies would be defeated in 

a similar manner as the French retreat from Russia. Or, Napoleon would be defeated and 

replaced with Louis XVIII, the Bourbon pretender to the French throne. Whether information 

was correct or not was immaterial to most newspapers—they read what they could and published 

their beliefs as they saw fit.  

This same, somewhat flawed logic held for the Federalists’ papers and editors as much as 

it did for Republicans like those of the Richmond Enquirer and Boston Patriot. Poulson’s 

American Daily Advertiser in Philadelphia included a story they had read of in the Charleston 

Courier on the current situation of Bonaparte. The original writer had been reading a collection 

                                                
507 Geographical and Military Museum, Albany, NY; 4 April 1814, 46.  One wonders what else 
the Museum believed was as evident as French success if they truly “loved” Napoleon. Studies 
have showed that French opinion about Napoleon in 1814 was somewhat tepid in Paris, but in 
some provinces the French were rabidly pro-Napoleon (and the reverse, especially in the extreme 
southern and western départements). What really brought Napoleon down in 1814 was not a lack 
of popular support from the average French person, but a lack of confidence in Napoleon 
politically at the higher levels of government and in the army. See, for instance, Sudhir 
Hazareesingh, “Memory and Political Imagination: the Legend of Napoleon Revisited” (French 

History, 2004 18(4): 463–483); for more information on the public opinion of France about 
Napoleon in and after 1814. See also Stephen Englund, Napoleon: A Political Life (New York: 
Scribner, 2004); and Andrew Roberts, Napoleon: A Life (New York: Penguin Group, 2012); for 
further information about the end of the Empire and how it came about. 
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of Phaedrus’ Fables, which, he wrote, “reminded me immediately of the desperate and 

ignominious situation of Napoleon the Destroyer, but a short time since, the greatest and most 

powerful human being that this world ever witnessed, now reduced to the human being that this 

world ever witnessed, now reduced to the most humiliating and agonizing condition.” This 

anonymous author believed that these ancient Roman fables were relevant to Napoleon’s own 

predicament, because his life was a moral to others.  

I could not also but recall to mind the circular to the Clergy of 
Paris to render thanksgiving and to intercede with the Most High 
for this modern Attila, this Murderer of Nations, and Robber of the 
World.—Neither Buonaparte nor any of his creatures can seriously 
believe that God will hear their supplications. The hour is come 
when the moral Deluge of the World must cease.—The tops of the 
mountains begin rapidly to re-appear, and the earth to be again 
clothed with beauty and glory. The books are at length opened and 
the judgment is set.—The High and Mighty One is the Judge, the 
World are spectators, and Europe the accuser.508 
 

The Courier’s writer thought that all of Napoleon’s actions led to this divine judgment that all of 

the world would watch while Europe accused him of various and assorted charges. Again, the 

religious tone is apparent in the extract from the Courier that publisher Zachariah Poulson 

retained in his copy, and the sense that Napoleon was about to pay for his sins and misdeeds.  

The concept of morality haunted Americans in the Early Republic, who wanted to find 

the best way to impart good morals onto their country, and so looked about them in the world for 

the most relevant example. The Baltimore Patriot & Evening Advertiser believed that they had 

found it in Bonaparte’s story:  

But the moral, which Americans should draw from these 
stupendous events is more important and interesting, than any 
speculations as to their result. How came Paris in the hands of 

                                                
508 “From the Charleston Courier,” Poulson’s American Daily Advertiser, Philadelphia; 22 April 
1814, 2. 
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foreign force? Because the people ‘halted between two opinions;’ 
and forgot the necessity of union and energy, for national defense.  
 

The lesson the Baltimore Patriot took away from Napoleon’s life was that his actions divided the 

French and forced them to make a potentially dangerous choice. Instead, he should have focused 

his efforts on uniting the people under the cause of France instead of only his power. This call 

for unity echoed the earlier one of the Voice of the Nation to all its American readers. The 

Baltimore Patriot made sure to emphasize their point still more:  

Are our countrymen wise in fostering those fatal dissentions, 
which weaken and divide and prepare us for sacrifice to foreign 
power? This is an age of wonderful revolutions. It may appear like 
the fantastic dream of a startled fancy; but a variety of events serve 
to show that England even yet looks to our recolonization as a 
feasible event. … And shall we persist in sacrificing our internal 
place [sic-peace?] and quiet, and our external safety, to a spirit of 
factious division, which will prepare for us for her chains? By as 
much as she has been aggrandized by recent events; by so much 
the more should we cultivate union and devotion to our country. If 
the great counterbalance to her power in Europe is rendered 
inefficient, still more does it behove [sic] to rally and unite in 
defending the character and the rights of the last earthly asylum of 
republican freedom.509 
 

What had happened in France was not extraordinary, and the same conquest of the United States 

could happen if Americans did not come together as a group to stop it. Factions had no place in 

America while they were fighting a war, especially with Britain, who they feared wanted to 

retake and re-colonize their country, the Baltimore Patriot argued. This was the moral they 

teased out of the European events. What is also evident here beyond the moral issue of Napoleon  

himself was that there was a real need for Americans to beware the dangers of Great Britain and 

its interest in the United States—one of the central concerns of the Mid-Atlantic region.  

                                                
509 “European Affairs,” Baltimore Patriot & Evening Advertiser, Baltimore; 20 May 1814, 2. 
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Along with morality, the idea of justice consumed New Englanders, and specifically, for 

retribution to be meted out to those who most deserved it. “France has a dread reckoning to 

make. She has invaded, desolated, and destroyed nations not a few. Her armies in their progress 

respected neither age nor sex; they regarded not the palaces of princes or the cottages of 

peasants, the dwellings of men or the temples of God,” pointed out the Concord Gazette. They 

believed that French armies had deeply sinned against the rest of Europe, and that they were 

soon to be punished for it:  

[R]apine, lust, and murder were in their ranks—‘before them were 
gardens of delight, and behind them a desolate waste’—Will not 
the Lord visit for these things? will not his soul be avenged on 
such a nation as this?—The hand of the Avenger us upon them. 
They have stained the fields of other countries with innocent 
blood, and now the blood of Frenchmen crimsons the verdure of 
France. They are made to experience but a small portion of the 
evils which, for years, they have inflicted on others. We have 
reason to believe that the cries of the innocent victims of French 
oppression have ascended to Heaven, and called down the 
vengeance of the Most High—that the day of retribution is come—
and that the cup of bitterness which France has mingled for the 
nations, she will be made to drink to the dregs. Her tyrant, 
powerful as he has been, is but clay in the hands of the Potter … 
He who is All Just and All Powerful will destroy the destroyer of 
men ‘and vindicate the ways of God to man.’510  
 

Like Poulson’s, the Concord Gazette thought that France deserved every type of punishment the 

Allies doled out, and that God would deliver upon it as well. They did not stint in their 

description of the crimes the French had committed against Europe. Napoleon’s sentence was a 

long time coming, but he would also have to “drink to the dregs” the “cup of bitterness” that 

Bonaparte had been pouring for Europe. The Gazette also pointed out that there were serious 

flaws in the news that America had received, and that these should be corrected as soon as 

                                                
510 Hoit and Tuttle, Concord Gazette, Concord, NH; 10 May 1814, 3.  
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possible, if not only for better accuracy but also for the moral lesson Napoleon’s example 

furnished Americans with:   

The successes which Bonaparte has lately obtained over the Allies, 
have been much exaggerated. They are far from deciding the 
contest. His enemies are about him.—he trembles for the safety of 
his capital, for his ill gotten power, for his honor and his life. ‘He 
has touched the highest point of all his greatness,/ And, from the 
full meridian of his glory,/ He hastens to his sitting: He will fall,/ 
Like a bright exhalation in the evening,/ And no man see him 
more.’”511 
 

The Gazette fervently wanted to believe that Republican announcements of Allied reverses were 

false, and that there was still more fighting to be done before “the contest” was decided. The 

Gazette pointed out that, according to earlier reports, the Allies had surrounded Napoleon, and 

that he was fearful of not only his power, but also for “his honor and his life.” The editors of the 

Gazette, Hoit and Tuttle, based their ideas only on the information they had as well as their own 

opinion about what they would like to see accomplished in France, which was for him to be 

punished for his earlier actions. 

Federalist papers like The New-England Palladium believed the answer was even more 

clear-cut than what the Concord Gazette set out. “As to the sentiments of the French people, we 

think as far as they have been tried, they do not seem favourable to Bonaparte. There is no 

instance of their rising to repel the allies; and even the bulletins do not make any such pretension. 

If the allies, therefore, get to Paris, Bonaparte is gone.”512 The Palladium, having read the 

available news, came to the conclusion that the French were sick of Napoleon’s wars and wanted 

a change. Is this because that was the news that they had received? Or was this because a 

                                                
511 Ibid, 3. Their quote is a paraphrase from the William Shakespeare play, Henry VIII, Act III, 
Scene 2.  
512 “Communication. The Late News,” New-England Palladium, Boston; 26 April 1814, 2. 
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Federalist-leaning paper like the Palladium truly desired to see Napoleon’s reign finally come to 

the wretched end it had long deserved? 

 Mostly, however, what Americans of all stripes wanted to see happen was an end to the 

wars in Europe. After a lengthy article on who the rightful leader of France was, and whether 

that man was more likely to bring peace to Europe as well as the United States, the Boston 

Spectator wrote that, “whether there shall be at the head of [the French] government an arbitrary, 

military, ambitious chief, bred up in revolutions, daring, unprincipled, skilful, and bent, as we 

know, on the subjugation of other nations; or a monarch schooled in adversity, restored by the 

suffrages of his subjects, without eminent talents, and as far as we know, unambitious.”513 

Napoleon, the paper saw, was a man who had been “bred up in revolutions” and was a skilled 

military leader who was “unprincipled” in the accomplishment of his own desires. They 

contrasted this with the example of Louis XVIII, who was considered to be “without eminent 

talents” but widely “schooled in adversity,” who his own people named “Louis the Desired” 

because of his long exile from France. The Spectator continued on with their list of which person 

was best suited to rule France:   

The only remaining question is, under which dynasty, (for the most 
hardened wretch living would not wish for the return of the horrors 
of the French revolution) it is most probable that the tranquility 
and security of Europe would be best maintained? Will any man 
pretend, that Louis XVIII, or the Duc d’Angoulême possess the 
talents, ambition, restlessness, and hardihood of Bonaparte? We 
admit that, even under Bonaparte, France could not for many years 
become dangerous to surrounding states; but we also believe, that a 
man, nurtured amidst civil wars, bred up in fields of carnage, 
hardened to human woes, stimulated by revenge, thirsting for 
power disgracefully lost, a soldier of fortune, a monarch by 
usurpation, would do every thing in his power to disturb the repose 
of Europe and the world.  

                                                
513 A Friend to General Freedom, “On the Probable Restoration of the Bourbons,” Boston 

Spectator, Boston; 9 April 1814, 58. 
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For the Spectator, Napoleon was a known quantity: they knew his history, his ambitions, and his 

talents. They had seen how Europe had been under Napoleon—almost constantly at war, never at 

peace. However, Louis XVIII was an unknown quantity. Therefore, what life would be like with 

him as King of France was also unknown. They knew little of the Bourbon pretender, and even 

less about his personal character or any particular talents or qualities he had, but what they did 

know was that he had not spent his formative years surrounded by war and death as a soldier of 

fortune, who usurped a throne not rightfully his.  

On the other hand, a feeble monarch, taught moderation in the best 
school, that of adversity,--restored, after all hope was extinguished, 
to throne of his ancestors,--would be led, from interest alone not 
only to consult the happiness of his subjects, but the quiet of 
Europe. … Is there a man, except a monster of ambition, ... not in 
the pay of the usurper, who will pretend that Europe would be 
more safe under Bonaparte, the Septembrizer, the murderer of 
Parisians at St. Roch, of the Turks at Jaffa,--the man, who has 
planted his standard at Vienna, at Moskow, at Rome, and at 
Berlin,--and who has much more than planted his standard at 

Washington, has made it grow there,--than under the feeble 
descendents of St. Louis? … Such ought to be the feelings of every 
American. 
 

It was painfully obvious to the Spectator that Napoleon was unlikely to bring peace to Europe, 

whatever his talents were otherwise. They gave their readers a catalogue of all of Napoleon’s 

most heinous deeds going back to his early days during the revolution, and added that Bonaparte 

had conquered countries throughout Europe and insinuated that he had even wormed his way 

into the halls of power in Washington, D.C., reinforcing the idea of French influence. Therefore, 

for the Spectator:  

It is not a question of the divine right of kings. It is not a question, 
whether the Bourbons have more right to the crown than this 
infamous Corsican usurper; but, for us, as an independent nation, 
whether the peace of the world will not be more secure under a 
Bourbon, than a Bonaparte. This, however, is the feeblest view of 
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this question. … If then, so great a good has resulted from 
[Napoleon’s] downfall, ought we not to wish his complete defeat 
and destruction? Let the French people enjoy their ancient rights 
and ancient monarchy, since we know they are incapable and 
undeserving of any other government. … As the world has been 
oppressed beyond all measure, let its emancipation be signal, be 
complete. Let it be such an one as may teach future tyrants, and 
future usurpers, that, however they may triumph for a time, 
however they may bathe themselves in the blood, and riot on the 
treasure of the wretched people of the world, there is a just God, 
who in due time, when it suits the purposes of his wise Providence, 
can humble the proudest usurper, and restore the broken reed.”514 
 

The French, unlike Americans, were unsuited, “incapable and undeserving of any other 

government” than a monarchy, so why not let them have what they were used to? the Spectator 

argued.  

The real question that all New Englanders should be asking themselves was not whether a 

Bonaparte or a Bourbon was the rightful choice, but which of the two would bring real peace to 

the world as well as to the United States. It is clear who the Spectator preferred; despite his lack 

of talents, Louis XVIII was supposedly unambitious and obviously patient in demeanor, if not in 

nature.515 Above all, however, the Spectator’s editors did not want France to be “crushed: we 

should lament the day, and the policy, in which or by which such a misfortune to the civilized 

world should take place.”516 What they wanted, however, was effectively world peace, which 

they thought was impossible with Napoleon, but more likely with Louis XVIII. 

While they waited for world peace, they looked to spend money on Napoleonic items, 

perhaps to bring a piece of the action home in America. New Englanders were not above making 

money off of his misfortunes and decline, as seen in the rise of book advertisements about new 

                                                
514 A Friend to General Freedom, “On the Probable Restoration of the Bourbons,” Boston 

Spectator, Boston; 9 April 1814, 58. 
515 Louis XVIII became the Bourbon pretender after his nephew, Louis XVII, died in prison in 
1795; he waited for nearly twenty years to become king. 
516 Boston Spectator, Boston; 9 April 1814, 58. 
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works on Napoleon’s life, military campaigns, family and friends. Also advertised in the press 

were public displays of a miniaturized French palace complete with tiny Bonaparte standing in 

the door, exhibitions of paintings of Napoleon, Alexander of Russia, and Marie-Louise, 

Napoleon’s second wife—the latter display receiving a review in the paper by an older American 

found it to be very educational and much more interesting than he had thought it would be.517   

 When Americans were not busy reading the latest newspaper or account of Napoleon’s 

life and history, they occupied themselves with making humorous remarks about him, as well as 

that of President Madison, who Federalists believed was a target of French influence. In one oft-

reprinted jest, the hated American Embargo was personified and then summarily killed off so 

“she” could be given an obituary as the youngest child of Napoleon, with her passing being 

mourned by Madison while she was on her deathbed: 

Finding the air of Europe totally unfit for the respiration of any of 
his family. by Mrs. Continental, he sent her here for safe keeping. 
For a time she ‘grow’d finely’ but hearing the death of her mother, 
and that ‘through dolorous grief and heavy heart,’ her father had 
returned from his travels ‘to and fro in the earth,’ she lifted up her 
‘dear little eyes,’ but alas, this world afforded no comforter.  
 

The Connecticut Spectator celebrated the end of the Continental System and with it, the 

Embargo, which decimated American commerce and New England’s economy since enacted 

under Jefferson in 1807. The false mortuary notice gave a description of the attempts to save 

“Miss Embargo,” and concluded its efforts with a poem about her sad, short life:   

She was sweated and blistered, but all to no purpose. The iron 

hand of death was fixed---clenched. Her struggle was short. ‘One 
ghastly smile—three doleful, sepulchral groans—and setting her 
‘rolling orbs’ full on the face of J.M. expired, ‘in the presence of 

                                                
517 This exhibition of a diminutive Palace of St. Cloud at the American Museum was open to the 
curious public for the price of twenty-five cents, “well-worth the price of admission,” the 
advertisement guaranteed (The Evening Post, New York; 2 April 1814, 1); “For the Commercial 
Advertiser,” New York Spectator, New York, 3 July 1821, 1.  
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her friends.’ A very sollumkolly epitaphical elegy has been 
composed for the occasion, an extract from which follows.—Here 
rests her carcase, on Potomack’s brink,/ EMBARGO—born in 
suffering—liv’d in pain/—Just sipp’d the cup of life—O bitter 
drink/, Stared on the world, then clos’d her eyes again./ ‘No further 
seek her merits to disclose,/ Nor draw her follies from their dark 
abode;’/ Her spirit’s fled to rest, from friends and foes,/ Within the 
bosom of a—cavern’d toad.”518 
 

Poetry like that of the “Miss Embargo” story was a common way for newspapers to convey 

ironic or humorous attitudes toward Napoleon’s fate; it was also common for that poetry to not 

be of the highest caliber, as seen above. In this particular story, it is seen that the Connecticut 

Spectator held Madison chiefly responsible for the situation that Miss Embargo found herself in, 

though the 1807 Embargo Act passed into law before Madison was elected to office in 1808. 

Still, it was very common to blame the continued “life” of the Embargo and its successors on 

Madison personally.  

Another popular story in New England and the Mid-Atlantic’s papers was an account of 

the dissolution of the partnership between Madison and Bonaparte, due to the insolvency of both 

parties. The “notice” recorded that Napoleon could not pay his “creditors,” the emperors of 

Austria and Russia, back, and so they were repossessing his belongings. Madison, being a 

partner in the firm, was also listed as a bankrupt in the notice.519 After first appearing in the 

Boston Gazette in early April 1814, the false notice gained traction in Federalist papers 

throughout the more northern states. 

 Those in the Mid-Atlantic poked fun at Napoleon by ascribing future jobs to him, since 

he was unemployed after April 1814. The New-York Spectator ran a story about Napoleon’s 

future dancing school to be operated out of the Masonic Hall in Philadelphia. “He has exhibited 

                                                
518 “Death Notice,” Connecticut Spectator, Middletown, CT; 20 April 1814, 3. 
519 Boston Gazette, 7 April 1814, 1, 3.  



238 

himself with distinction in almost all the capitals of Europe; and is persuaded from his 

experience in cutting capers, that he shall be able to give entire satisfaction to those, who may 

honor him with their confidence,” the account went.520 It continued, “he hopes the public will 

believe him when he says, that he has made but one bad step in his life; which although it has 

made it convenient for him to step out of France, will, he hopes, afford him an opportunity of 

stepping into the partiality of the ladies of Philadelphia.”521 For a final touch of irony, the 

announcement ended, “vive la Bagatelle” instead of “vive Bonaparte” or “vive l’Empereur.”522 

While it is true that, for the most part, the Mid-Atlantic saw Napoleon as the best weapon in 

America’s defense against Great Britain, this does not meant that they did not ridicule him from 

time to time as well.  

Americans were not above stooping to kick someone when they were down, and in 1814, 

Bonaparte was too tempting a target not to take a shot at. Nor were his alleged supporters among 

the Republican Party. Federalists loved to pick fun at the Republicans’ expense and supposed 

fondness for Napoleon. The Newburyport Herald and Country Gazette mocked those who 

became upset when they heard negative news from France: 

We believe Bonaparte has more devoted friends in America than 
he has in France—every fresh disaster to the tyrant, lengthens their 
ghastly countenances most wonderfully—at the report of his re-
entering Paris a gleam of hope lighted up—it was of short 
duration; the last accounts, brought by the Fox privateer, has 
absolutely struck them dumb, and you may see them from one end 
of town to the other looking like ‘misery personified.’523 
 

These partisans of Napoleon took bad news to heart, the Herald joked, and these people were 

easy to see because of their “ghastly countenances” that had been lengthened by disaster. 1814 

                                                
520 New-York Spectator, New York; 1 June 1814, 3. 
521 Ibid, 3. 
522 Ibid, 3. 
523 Newburyport Herald and Country Gazette, Newburyport, MA: 3 June 1814, 3. 
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brought many stories of reversals for Napoleon, and thus gave the Federalist much to tease 

Republicans over. 

The Denouement of 1814 

 Eventually, the Allies outmaneuvered Napoleon in April 1814. After speaking with Tsar 

Alexander about making a peace separately from the emperor, the French Sénat conservateur 

officially deposed Bonaparte on 2 April and three days later on 5 April passed another decree 

justifying their actions. By the time the Sénat acted, two of Napoleon’s marshals had surrendered 

Paris to the advancing Allied forces without Bonaparte’s knowledge. Napoleon, upon hearing the 

news, asked his army to march with him on Paris, but several of the marshals told him they 

would not follow him. Circumstances forced Napoleon’s hand, and he abdicated in favor of his 

son, the King of Rome, on 4 April 1814; the Allies rejected this solution, and demanded his total 

abdication, which he signed on 11 April. The Allies sent him into exile to the Mediterranean 

island of Elba, where he was to rule as emperor for the rest of his life.524 

 Americans received news piecemeal from Europe within twenty-eight to forty-five days, 

depending on the weather in crossing the Atlantic. Though reactions varied depending on 

political affiliation, one thing brought them together: the treachery Napoleon faced from nearly 

every person he had elevated while he was Emperor of the French disgusted Americans 

collectively as a group. While most of the news focused on Bonaparte’s brother-in-law, Joachim 

Murat, who had been raised up from humble beginnings like so many of Napoleon’s 

collaborators, stories about the betrayal Napoleon suffered at the hands of his marshals and 

generals also surfaced.525 “The friends of the prosperity of the French Emperor are too sudden in 
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525 See “Reflections on the late news from France,” Independent Chronicle, Boston; 25 April 
1814, 2; “Great Victory over the Allies,” The Chronicle or Harrisburgh Visitor, Harrisburg, PA; 
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their judgments of him from the adversity which has attended him; though this has followed the 

desertion of his allies, whose power he created, and the treachery of his Generals, to whom he 

taught the discipline by which his power has been annihilated. IF HE perish, it is by the crimes of 

his enemies.”526 The Portsmouth Oracle believed that if Bonaparte was unsuccessful or if he 

died, it was not through Napoleon’s own efforts but because the people he had rewarded with 

prestige and fortune betrayed him. This, the Oracle thought, was depressing to see, because it 

revealed to them that, “every thing that discovers instability in the human mind is degrading to 

the hopes of our common nature.” Effectively, for the Oracle, the marshals’ betrayal made 

humanity look worse as a whole.  

Murat drew the ire of Americans because of his signal departure from Napoleon’s camp 

in 1813. The Allies offered Murat the chance to retain his throne as King of Naples in exchange 

for loyalty to the Allied cause instead of to Napoleon, Murat leapt at the chance. Many New 

Englanders did not feel in the least bit sorry for Napoleon’s circumstances, which they believed 

he had brought down upon himself, but they expressed disbelief at the ingratitude Murat 

                                                                                                                                                       
2 May 1814, 2; “Emancipation of Europe,” Federal Republican, Georgetown, DC; 20 May 1814, 
1; 525 “European Affairs,” Baltimore Patriot & Evening Advertiser, Baltimore; 20 May 1814, 2;  
and “A Frost! A Frost!” Federal Republican, Georgetown, DC; 24 May 1814, 1; for a small 
sampling of the stories that touched on the desertions suffered by Napoleon.  
526 “Bonaparte given up by Bentley. From the Essex Register,” Portsmouth Oracle, Portsmouth, 
NH; 30 April 1814, 2. 
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displayed in 1814.527 Consequently, there were an equal number of stories announcing his 

assassination in 1814, some with something approaching glee.528 

 Thus, with Napoleon safely ensconced in his Elban exile, Americans left him there. They 

concentrated their attentions on other important stories in their own corner of the world, such as 

the now-increased tempo of the War of 1812, which culminated in the invasions of the United 

States by Britain and the subsequent burning of much of Washington, D.C., in August 1814. 

Eventually, the two sides signed a peace treaty in Ghent in December 1814; the news reached 

Andrew Jackson and his militia band outside New Orleans late, where he won a major victory 

over the British in January 1815.529  

Another Exile and the Holy Alliance 

However, Napoleon’s story did not end in 1814 in Elba for Americans or for Europe, for 

that matter. Upon his abdication and under the terms of the Treaty of Fontainebleau that ended 

the Sixth Coalition War, the Allies promised Napoleon a stipend of two million francs per year 

that was to be paid by the French monarchy of Louis XVIII. However, disgusted that the Allies 

                                                
527 American Advocate, Hallowell, ME; 16 April 1814, 2; Baltimore Patriot, Baltimore; 18 April 
1814, 3; Concord Gazette, Concord, NH; 19 April 1814, 2; “The Cabinet. Amherst, Saturday, 
April 23, 1814,” The Farmer’s Cabinet, Amherst, NH; 25 April 1814, 3; for a sampling. Less 
coverage was given to the continued loyalty evinced by Napoleon’s step-son, Eugène de 
Beauharnais, who actually remained loyal to Napoleon until Bonaparte was sent into exile; 
during the Hundred Days of 1815, Beauharnais promised his father-in-law, the King of Bavaria, 
that he would not rejoin Napoleon.  
528 America was a year early in their reporting—Murat was actually executed by firing squad in 
1815 after attempting to lead an Italian uprising against the Austrians in control of much of what 
is now Italy. I say “glee” because they capitalized the word “assassination” in regards to Murat. 
All-caps was not used frequently, and though the stories were brief, their feelings seem clear to 
me in light of their early contempt for Murat and the other marshals’ betrayal and their opinions 
on the importance of virtue, justice, and morality. 
529 See Donald R. Hickey, The Federalists and the War of 1812 (Champaign, IL: University of 
Illinois Press, 1972); Hickey, The War of 1812: A Forgotten Conflict (Champaign, IL: University 
of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign Press, 1989); and Robert Remini, The Battle of New Orleans: 

Andrew Jackson and America’s First Military Victory (New York: Penguin Press, 2006). 
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had attempted to force him to pay the “usurper” for life, Louis stopped payments on the annuity 

to Napoleon. Coupled with rumors that the Allies planned to send him into exile further away 

than Elba—Napoleon had heard the island of St. Helena in the South Atlantic Ocean 

mentioned—he decided to escape his prison and return to mainland France with a small 

contingent of loyal followers in March 1815.530 Once Napoleon landed ashore in southern 

France, he was met first with armed resistance by troops sent by Louis XVIII to prevent him 

from retaking the throne, but Napoleon charmed the soldiers, and they soon joined his cause as if 

it were their own. Because Bonaparte’s hold over France was precarious and because the Allies 

declared him an outlaw and mobilized armies to dethrone him as soon as they heard the news, 

Napoleon’s second reign as Emperor of the French lasted only 111 days in total, thus giving it its 

name, the Hundred Days. 

Americans received the news of the escape and Napoleon’s subsequent progress towards 

Paris with incredulity and amazement.531 John Quincy Adams, then in Paris before leaving for 

Britain as the American ambassador to that country, wrote in his journal about a meeting he had 

with Armand-Augustin-Louis de Caulaincourt, Napoleon’s Minister of Foreign Affairs during 

the Hundred Days. Adams, who dutifully recorded his meeting and the impressions he was left 

with, described Bonaparte’s return, “the return to the present order of things accomplished itself 

everywhere without an effort. It was inconceivable [sic]. Nothing like it was to be found in 

history. But so it was.”532 As The Columbian saw it, Napoleon’s return was nothing short of a 

                                                
530 Englund, Napoleon, 427. 
531 Somewhat ironic, however, is the fact that while Americans were celebrating Bonaparte’s 
return he was already falling from power during the Hundred Days. 
532 Adams, Memoirs, 4:180-181. Adams had very good luck in being in the right place at the 
right time in the later years of Napoleon’s career: during the 1812 Russian Campaign, Adams 
was in St. Petersburg as the U.S.’s first ambassador to Russia, and while being transferred to 
Britain from Russia in 1815, he witnessed the Hundred Days firsthand. I say “good” luck 
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miracle. “By this vessel we have received Paris papers to the 21st of March, and verbal news by 

the captain, and others in the vessel, of the wonderful fact of the RECOVERY OF THE 

THRONE OF FRANCE BY BONAPARTE, and the departure of the Bourbons from Paris.”533 

Their excitement grew the more they thought about it:  

The marvellous [sic] accounts from France, in some respects, 
beggar all comment. Bonaparte, with a veteran army of immense 
force, probably half a million, from returned prisoners and reunited 
garrison and conscripts, and a marine of perhaps 100 sail and 50 or 
80,000 seamen recovered from long-accumulating depots in 
England, will prevent a more formidable power to his enemy than 
has of late years been conceived possible. … The prospect [of 
another European war], we conceive, is far from being unfavorable 
to the United States.534 
 

The Centinel’s numbers were completely ridiculous, but the enthusiasm and hopes the paper had 

for the project were not. Similar to the portayal of Bonaparte as the buffer between Britain’s 

“thirst” for universal dominion, writers returned to the idea quickly, even if there was little to no 

substance behind the thought.535 There was no logical ground for this belief, but those in the 

Mid-Atlantic especially clung to the idea that a successful Napoleon was the best defense for a 

weak United States against Great Britain. 

Excitement followed when they learned of the hordes of French citizens who joined 

Napoleon’s swelling forces, and for many, this was a sign of the French choosing whom they 

wanted to rule over them. However, the New-Bedford Mercury scoffed at this idea, and wrote: 

                                                                                                                                                       
because Adams, like his father, preferred Britain over France, because he believed they meant to 
make peace rather than war—for a time, Adams was a Whig, also like his father. 
533 “Bonaparte Again Emperor of the French!!!” The Columbian, New York; 27 April 1815, 3. 
534 The Columbian, New York; 27 April 1815, 3. 
535 It bears repeating that Napoleon had no real navy after the devastating loss to the British navy 
of the combined French and Spanish fleet at the 1805 Battle of Trafalgar; by 1814, he had not 
made much headway in reforming a French navy, and certainly not on the scale projected by The 

Centinel.  
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What have these Frenchmen to complain of, that have recalled 
[Bonaparte] to their head? Nothing.  … Do they say Louis is a 
usurper? We only hear Bonaparte say that he is the man of their 

choice, and therefore he chooses to be their Emperor. It may be 
said by some that our distance and the misfortunes we have 
recently experienced from our unwise interference in the broils of 
Europe, will secure us for the future. This, indeed, is a pleasing 
doctrine to the weak and deluded; and more pleasing to the 
designing agents of a restless, ambitious faction.536 
 

Essentially, the Mercury believed that Napoleon’s coming back to France meant not only death 

there, but also misfortunes to the United States again. This is another example of New England’s 

anti-French bias coming to the fore, and also of their desire to steer to clear of involvement in 

European affairs for a long while because of their terrible experiences with the now-concluded 

War of 1812.  

Proponents of Napoleon attempted to show in their accounts that his bad fortunes of late 

had changed him for the better, and now that he was restored to his throne in 1815, he would not 

make war.537 Again, the Mercury scorned thoughts of this nature, as earlier New England papers 

had, by pointing to Napoleon’s past actions and their assessment of his power-hungry character: 

If any flatter themselves that Bonaparte, successful, would become 
more humane, and less ambitious, more inclined to peace, and less 
ardent for war and conquest, they may judge according to their 
wishes, but contrary to nature. The man whose arm reached from 
the Adriatic to the Vistula, whose nod scores of nations 
obsequiously obeyed, will never be content with any power, short 
of the full extent that can be obtained by his arts, his arms, his 
perfidy, his despotism.538 

                                                
536 New-Bedford Mercury, New Bedford, MA; 19 May 1815; 1.  
537 “It is said … that since the return of Napoleon, he appears moderately disposed; it appears 
that he had made propositions to Austria through the mediation of Maria Louisa, that in case that 
power would declare in his favor, or would offer her mediation and remain neuter, peace would 
soon be re-established, at least on the continent of Europe,” “La Rochelle, March 26,” The 

Columbian, New York; 27 April 1815, 2. 
 
 
538 Ibid, 1. 
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The Mercury argued that Napoleon was too ambitious and rapacious to settle for peace within 

France; conquest was what he enjoyed, and he would soon be back to his old hobby. Again, 

wishful thinking like this would get America in trouble if they did not apply logic and reason to 

Bonaparte, the Mercury advised. The Mercury believed that Bonaparte was not a changed man, 

that his ideas and opinions had not changed while he was in exile, and probably that short time 

off merely sharpened his desire to retake what had been his before.539 For those skeptical about 

Napoleon’s alteration, their refrain became something along the lines, “but where is the proof 

that he has changed?”  

For Republicans, who were often the ones willing to believe that Bonaparte had turned 

over a new leaf, there was no need of evidence—they had faith that he had changed.540 

Napoleon, upon returning to Paris triumphantly, began a process of liberalizing his empire with 

the drafting of a new, more progressive addition (called the Acte Additionel) to the Empire’s 

constitutions that extended the voting franchise to more Frenchmen as well as guaranteed 

freedom of the press. This last liberalization was one that was a long time in coming under 

Napoleon, as he had ordered the closure of the majority of France’s newspapers during his first 

tenure as emperor. In fact, as historian Stephen Englund rightly points out in his Napoleon: A 

                                                
539 Ibid, 1. They published a letter from a reader of a Boston paper who was of much the same 
opinion as the Mercury, “When was the rocky heart of Napoleon turned into a heart of flesh? I 
ask again what is the proof of this mighty transformation? … Look at the character of Napoleon 
as it is! Look at him, who for twenty years was the greatest liar the earth ever nourished in her 
bosom!” It continues on for several columns of print in the same virulent vein. 
540 Federalist attacks on Republicans’ supposed support for Napoleon continued on in the days 
after his first abdication in 1814 and became even more common to see in papers after 
Napoleon’s return. Among other claims, Federalist editors wrote that Napoleon’s supporters in 
America were the last to give him up, and that, if he should emigrate to the United States, his 
“friends” would find a way to finagle him into political power, or, the Republicans were going to 
make Napoleon a general again and send him to conquer Canada for the United States—the 
Republicans would repay Bonaparte with Canadian lands. Stories like this were very common in 
the Federalist press in 1814 and 1815. 
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Political Life, “setting aside personality and circumstance, Napoleon’s powers were technically 

fewer than Louis XVIII’s in 1814.” This is the idea that Republicans seized when they argued he 

had returned to France a changed man. Yet as Englund adds, “nominally (and in contradiction), 

the regime’s former constitutions were still in force” because all the previous, oppressive, and 

conservative constitutions were still part of the law.Yes, Napoleon attempted to become a more 

liberal ruler, but it made no real difference to the Allies, who were determined at all costs to stop 

him for the last time.541  

1815 and St. Helena 

 The Republicans were proved wrong, and Napoleon again went to war soon after his 

triumphant return to France, which ended disastrously at Waterloo.542 After the Hundred Days 

ended and Napoleon was sent into exile at St. Helena, Americans still kept track of Napoleon, 

though after 1815 that task became a near-Herculean feat of patience. St. Helena is a small island 

nearly 1,200 miles from the western coast of Africa, and news of him dwindled to a thin, but 

steady trickle. Generally, Americans received their news directly from Britain, though in some 

cases it reached them before it made its way back to England.543 During lulls in news about 

Napoleon, Americans read more books about him—seemingly anybody that had ever had contact 

                                                
541 Englund, Napoleon, 429-431. 
542 Each of the four main Allied powers (Britain, Russia, Prussia, and Austria), then meeting in 
Vienna to decide how to re-establish peace and stability to a war-torn Europe in the aftermath of 
the Napoleonic Wars, pledged to send 150,000 troops to stop Napoleon. Napoleon called up as 
many troops as France was able to muster, and marched out of France and into the Netherlands 
to meet the Allies for several battles, which culminated at Waterloo in mid-June, and toppled 
Napoleon from the French throne for the last time. The Allies made good on the rumors to send 
Napoleon to St. Helena, where he died in 1821. 
543 Occasionally exchanges of news occurred at sea, or ships in port in British colonies received 
tidings sooner than the home country; this was especially the case in the Caribbean, where 
American merchants were attempting to gain a foothold, and thus, got their news fresher than 
Britain. 
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with him, no matter how brief it may have been, wrote and published an account of him.544 As 

Napoleon’s followers on St. Helena began to leave the island, they too published their memoirs, 

so Americans were able to see a more personal and human side to the ex-emperor. 

A widely reprinted story in New England about the painter Benjamin West’s encounter 

with Bonaparte became very popular after West’s death in 1820, but for slightly different 

reasons.545 The story talked about West’s visit to France during the short Peace of Amiens in 

1802, but his reluctance to meet with Napoleon, despite multiple invitations to do so by the then-

First Consul of France. Eventually West was persuaded to go to an exhibition of new busts at the 

Louvre, which Bonaparte conveniently showed up to as well, to West’s chagrin, as the story ran. 

From there, the following conversation between West and Bonaparte supposedly occurred:  

[A]nd when they arrived at the busts intended to be erected on that 
day, Bonaparte paused, folded his arms as he is represented in his 
statues, and after appearing to contemplate one of them with 
peculiar thoughtfulness, he turned to the English visitor—‘Mr. 
West, if I had my choice, I would sooner be the original of that 
bust, than any man I ever heard or read of.’ ‘I was burning, (said 
Mr. West, relating the anecdote to the writer,) to tell him that he 
had it at that moment in his power, by sacrificing his ambition, and 
establishing the liberties of his country, to be the very man,’—it 

was the bust of Washington.  
 

The story concluded with the writer adding that, “such were the arts by which this extraordinary 

individual drew a circle round him wherever he moved, which none ever entered without being 

fixed as by fascination.”546 Naturally, Americans loved to hear of the vaunted, much beloved 

                                                
544 See, for instance, Leigh Ann Whaley, The Impact of Napoleon, 1800-1815: An Annotated 

Bibliography (Lanham, MD: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 1997), for a slightly dated compilation 
of all the primary source accounts written by figures associated with Napoleon. Her section on 
primary and general source materials is 25 full pages, with short annotations. 
545 “From the London Monthly Magazine, the Late Mr. West & Napoleon,” The Essex Register, 
Salem, MA; 16 June 1821, 4. This is the first time I saw this in New England, but after this it 
became widespread. 
546 Ibid, 4. 
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George Washington, but in comparison to Napoleon—that was nothing new, but what was new 

in the West story was Bonaparte’s claimed desire to want to be Washington.  

Many observers believed that the problem for Bonaparte lay in his personal character, 

which was not built on a republican framework, as has already been shown. One paper asked its 

readers, who truly knew what Napoleon had ever really intended to do?  

Whether Napoleon sincerely meant to have given liberty to France, 
the moment she was capable of enjoying it—and whether the 
single intention be not the only thing that is required to stamp him 
the greatest man of any time, and of any place. Would not 
Napoleon who succeeded in France, have failed in America, and 
would not Washington, who succeeded in America have failed in 
France, and do not great men follow events, yet fancy they guide 
them.  
 

The Dedham Gazette wondered if it was not entirely Napoleon’s fault that he failed to give 

France liberty, and went further when the author of the piece, “Lacon,” asked if Bonaparte would 

have failed in America or if Washington might have failed in France. Continuing on, Lacon 

queried:    

Whether it be not the particular interest of America to support the 
general interest of freedom throughout the world, and whether at 
the present crisis, the overwhelming brightness of her example by 
not her surest and her safest course. … Whether the law of opinion 
be not still a tyrant existing in the midst of freedom—and whether 
like all other tyrants, it be not often capricious, and sometimes 
blind. … Whether it be not natural that those who hold power, 
should be most anxious to retain it; and whether it be not 
unfortunate that the right use of power is not always the best mode 
of effecting its continuance. … Whether it be not far more easy to 
ask the above questions, than to answer them.”547 
 

Lacon realized that many of the questions he posed had no easy answers, but he believed that 

Americans still needed to ask them anyway.  

                                                
547 Lacon, “Queries,” Village Register, Dedham, MA; 30 September 1824, 1. 
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Lacon’s “Queries” had bearing on the future of the world, especially during a time of the 

Allies, now calling themselves the Holy Alliance, were determined to prevent another French 

Revolution or something like it from arising anywhere in Europe. To this end, each country that 

was part of the Holy Alliance took steps, sometimes very brutal ones, to repress anything that 

smacked of nationalism to them or had a tint of revolution to it. Americans came to see the Holy 

Alliance and its members as tyrants at the same level, if not worse, than Napoleon ever had been.  

It is clear that, by the end of the 1810s, New England’s perception of Napoleon 

underwent a considerable change. While nobody was willing to claim that his rule had been a 

golden era for France or that his citizens had not suffered, what they claimed instead was that he 

made no attempts to hide his goals or the way he intended to accomplish them. By 1820, it 

became apparent that New Englanders no longer feared what his example might lead Americans 

to do, as well as that they saw him as a symbol of revolution personified, and a symbol that, in 

1820s Europe, was being repressed. 

The Pittsburgh Sun argued: 

We have often heard (says the National Advocate) of the cruelties, 
said to have been committed by the Republicans of France, and the 
tyranny, in particular, of the Emperor Napoleon. But we do not 
recollect of any authentic instance, in which so deliberate and 
shameful oppression was so conspicuous, as that displayed in the 
annexed decree, which the band of European despots has issued 
against the unfortunate Neapolitans.548 
 

Americans were horrified that the crowned heads of Europe (and specifically that of Austria) 

were repressing the rights of the people of Naples. While Bonaparte may have been tyrannical 

while he was emperor, none of his actions were “so deliberate and shameful” as the ones 

perpetuated under the auspices of the Holy Alliance.  

                                                
548 “Despotical Treatment of the Neapolitan Patriots,” Pittsfield Sun, Pittsfield, MA; 11 July 
1821, 2. 
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 Building off of this self-righteous anger, the Easton Gazette argued that the Holy 

Alliance was not actually all that holy, and “even the self-created Emperor Napoleon, in the 

plentitude of his rapacity, fell infinitely short of these inhuman murderers.” The Gazette argued 

that Bonaparte and “his famous decrees were just, mild and merciful when compared to this ‘the 

third article of which, (observed Mr. Adams in his message to Congress,) subjects explicitly and 

exclusively American seamen to be treated as pirates if found on board ships of the enemies of 

France.’”549 The Holy Alliance was, in the eyes of the Easton Gazette, hypocritical and 

tyrannical in a way that even Napoleon had never managed to be. This white-washing of 

Napoleon’s image after his final exile is interesting to see, but more probably points toward 

humans’ short memories for pain more than because Americans truly believed that Napoleon 

was a better ruler after all.  

 Further, the National Gazette & General Advertiser of Philadelphia continued the 

argument with a statement about how Europe became worse under the Holy Alliance. “We little 

thought, when we rejoiced over the destruction of his power, that its soul was to transmigrate at 

once, and flourish anew,” because, “for the oppression of European liberty, in a guise of 

sacrilegious hypocrisy surpassing all the imposture which he had practised [sic], and with an 

apparatus of strength greater than all the forces which he had organized.”550 Though they had 

despised Napoleon while he was emperor, they belatedly realized that Napoleon might not have 

been the worst thing that could happen to Europe, as Americans saw later on during the 1810s 

and 1820s.551  

                                                
549 “For the Easton Gazette History is Philosophy Teaching by Example,” Easton Gazette, 
Easton, MD; 4 August 1821, 3.  
550 National Gazette, Philadelphia; 15 August 1821, 2. 
551 “The present is an epoch in the history of the world, which calls, like that of the imperial 
domination of Bonaparte, when despotism was systematically inculcated as well as practised 
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The Monroe Doctrine  

 For Americans, the Holy Alliance presented more challenges to their sovereignty than 

Napoleon ever had. For starters, unlike Napoleon, the Holy Alliance had members that had 

incredibly powerful navies, and motives to use them against the United States, if the Holy 

Alliance so desired. The period when the Holy Alliance was the most active in Europe also 

corresponds to the period in which the United States felt the need to develop a foreign policy like 

the Monroe Doctrine of 1823, which stated that European attempts to meddle in the affairs of the 

Americas (either North or South) would be viewed as being “the manifestation of an unfriendly 

disposition toward the United States.” President James Monroe, previously a career diplomat 

much like John Quincy Adams, advanced the idea because of his concern over what he saw as a 

continuing of political instability in certain parts of Europe, particularly in the Iberian Peninsula.  

His policy continued the ideas developed by Washington in the Farewell Address that America 

should remain neutral in the contests of the world, and expanded it to include that Europe should 

leave the United States and South America alone as well. Though on the surface the Doctrine 

(not formally called as such until the 1850s) calls for American isolation, the need for this 

separation from Europe deserves further inspection. As Monroe so elegantly put it, “We owe it, 

                                                                                                                                                       
[sic], for the most solemn and authoritative assertion on the part of this republic, of the principles 
upon which her declaration of independence was founded. Kings and emperors are leagued in 
Europe, with an immense array of military force, to proscribe them there, and crush the 
enlightened patriot who have attempted or may attempt to pursue them in any of the European 
countries,” (“Extract from the 1st of Three Articles on the Oration is the National Gazette,” 
Washington Gazette, Washington, DC; 21 July 1821, 3); or “It is a solemn truth that more men 
are at this moment held in slavery by English laws, than by the rest of the world together. ... 
From the information, however, that is before the world, we have no scruple in asserting the 
British administration in [India] has been guilty, every year of its existence, of more oppression, 
fraud, tyranny, robbery, and murder, than can be laid to the charge of Bonaparte in his whole 
career.—And yet we are not only surfeited with praises of what England has done for liberty, but 
ourselves overwhelmed with abuse, because it is impossible to throw off the slavery which they 
entailed upon us” (“British Slavery,” The Portsmouth Journal, Portsmouth, NH; 27 November 
1824, 1).  
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therefore, to candor and to the amicable relations existing between the United States and those 

powers to declare that we should consider any attempt on [Europe’s] part to extend their system 

to any portion of this hemisphere as dangerous to our peace and safety.”552 In other words, they 

have their system of government, America has theirs, and never the twain shall meet, without it 

leading to war. The United States did not want to go to war with Europe, but if European 

countries meddled in either the affairs of America or those newly independent countries in South 

America, war would be the result promised by the Monroe Doctrine. I argue, as many historians 

of the Early Republic, that this policy was the specific result of the actions of the Holy Alliance 

in Europe, and Americans’ fear of what might happen to them as a result of the Alliance’s 

combined powers. 

The Many Deaths of Napoleon Bonaparte 

 In fact, Americans in 1821 needed Bonaparte in some way. They originally heard about 

his death a little more than a month after he died, but they appeared to refuse to accept that he 

was dead, even after multiple reports surfaced.553 Instead, they treated all these accounts as 

hoaxes, preferring to believe rather that he was “indisposed.”554 Other papers ran similar stories, 

slightly changed. “London dates to June 16th have been received. The story of the death of 

Bonaparte comes in a form a little modified. He was ill of a dropsy, and probably would die,” 

while another newspaper claimed that, “Bonaparte was so seriously ill at St. Helena that his life 

                                                
552 Our Documents, “The Monroe Doctrine,” Ourdocuments.gov, 
https://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?doc=23&page=transcript. Accessed on 14 September 
2016. 
553 The first report of his death appeared in July from the National Gazette in Philadelphia (“The 
Foreign News,” National Gazette, Philadelphia; 7 July 1821, 3).  
554 “From the Colombian Centinel of Wednesday Last. Latest from England,” Rhode-Island 

American, and General Advertiser, Providence, RI; 20 July 1821, 3; “Latest from Europe,” 
Repertory, Boston; 17 July 1821, 4.  
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was despaired of.”555 Why the disbelief? Why the unwillingness to admit he might be dead? One 

paper gave the following as a reason for thinking earlier reports were inaccurate, that “if a 

moiety only of the thousand and one tales told of this exalted personage had been true, he would 

have been long ago consigned to the tomb.”556 Another paper explained their reluctance to print 

such an account of his demise in a different way:  

A passenger ... who left Paris the day previous … states that the 
report of the death of Bonaparte was current in that place. Though 
there may be nothing improbable in the event, still we think that it 
wants confirmation. The celebrity of the man at once accounts for 
the rapidity with which every report travels that any way concerns 
him, and the avidity with which it is seized by every editor of a 
paper.557 
 

The Danville North Star thought that, because Napoleon was so famous, every report that was 

received by editors was printed, whether it was true or not. In this way, the North Star couched 

its refusal to run a story about his death until they had absolute proof that it was accurate. 

 The Essex Register of Salem, Massachusetts, gave perhaps the best reason for their 

reluctance. In their article, after mentioning that communication and access had lately been cut 

off to St. Helena, the editors wrote: 

These are considerations, which must have some weight, and we 
are willing to acknowledge, that we should feel more surprised if 
our next official intelligence from St. Helena should contain the 
contradiction to this report, than if it should be established and 
confirmed. Napoleon however has had the luck to experience so 
many deaths and so many resurrections, that we should almost 

                                                
555 Salem Gazette, Salem, MA; 20 July 1821, 3. “Dropsy,” in the nineteenth century, meant 
“edema,” or swelling in the body, whereby the tissues of the body begin to trap fluid and 
subsequently expand. Napoleon’s cause of death continues to be controversial even nearly two 
hundred years later, but most historians believe that he died of stomach or gastric cancer, as was 
the cause given at his 1821 autopsy. “Of Bonaparte,” Rhode-Island American, and General 

Advertiser, Providence, RI; 21 July 1821, 2. 
556 “Office of the National Advocate. New-York, July 22 2 O’Clock, P.M.” Baltimore Patriot & 

Mercantile Advertiser, Baltimore; 24 July 1821, 2. 
557 “Latest from France,” North Star, Danville, VT; 2 August 1821, 2. 
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doubt his really being dead, even were we to see the fact officially 
stated in the London Courier. We shall therefore wait till we have 
received the most authentic information before we are convinced 
that the ‘world’s terror and its boast,’ has descended to his quiet 
grave.558  
 

The Register wanted cold, hard proof from a ministerial newspaper in Britain to confirm the 

passing of Napoleon; for them, anything else was merely an unsubstantiated rumor. The 

Baltimore Patriot & Mercantile Advertiser placed their skepticism within context. They were 

willing to admit he might have died, but they also realized there were other factors that came into 

play when it came to Napoleon:  

It is not altogether improbable, that this distinguished character has 
played his ‘last scene of all,’ in the eventful drama, in which he has 
borne so important a part. We are aware that killing BONAPARTE 
has long been a favorite sport with jocular captains of vessels, and 
quizzical attempts of imposition upon newspaper publishers. There 
is scarcely a mode imaginable, in which he has not met his fate. 
Poisoned at St. Cloud, poignarded in the midst of his guards at 
Paris, buried in the sands of Egypt, &c. &c.&c. We have almost 
become incredulous to any accounts, which announce the demise 
of this extraordinary personage. Yet, when we consider the 
precarious state of his health at the last advises; and the necessary 
corrosion on the feelings of this Eagle, chained to a rock, the 
following account, which we give as we received it, may deserve 
attention.559 
 

As the Baltimore Patriot saw it, American papers had declared Napoleon to have died so many 

times, and in so many different circumstances, that his final illness at St. Helena was not 

believable to them. While it was more conceivable than some endings editors had given him, the 

Baltimore Patriot needed more concrete proof. This the American press received and began 

transmitting after 13 August 1815, when papers became flooded with large announcements of his 

demise. What followed these brief notices about his final “dissolution” resembled eulogies and 

                                                
558 “Boston, August 7,” Essex Register, Salem, MA; 8 August 1821, 2. 
559 “Baltimore: Friday, August 10, 1821,” Baltimore Patriot & Mercantile Advertiser, 10 August 
1821, 2. 
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memorials, but also remonstrances about his rule in France and over parts of Europe. The 

Washington Gazette showed how public opinion and understanding of Napoleon had changed 

since 1815, “the greatest captive of the age has expired at St. Helena.—The splendour of his 

fortune has been equaled only by the bitterness of his adversity; the eclat [sic] of his deeds only 

by the depth of his fall,” which, though they believed many of his actions had been terrible, in 

his powerless state on St. Helena Americans came to sympathize with his plight. The Gazette 

though that his main problem was that, “Napoleon was a poor statesman; because he contemned 

mankind too openly. He did evil designedly; and some good without intending it. Spain owes her 

regeneration indirectly to him; and SOUTH AMERICA, her independence.” In short, the Gazette 

concluded, “the impulse he gave has put unseen bodies in motion; and peals of arms and shouts 

of independence seem the music of his requiem.”560 The Washington Gazette saw him as a 

revolutionary force long after his departure as a political figure, and that he gave others the 

example to create their own independence movements. This was how they chose to remember 

him—for his revolutionary background rather than his military prowess and battles. They saw 

that he had done some evil intentionally, but for the Gazette, this evil was balanced by the 

unintended good that came out of his actions.  

However, the Gazette’s perception of Napoleon did not mesh well with others’ 

understanding of his “true” character, especially that of the Georgetown Metropolitan, which 

attacked the Gazette for its “lack of feeling” towards Bonaparte. “That Napoleon did wonders, 

we admit; that he undid France, is the cause of our reproach,” began the Gazette’s reply to the 

Metropolitan, “he could have made her free, and he enslaved her: he could have rendered her 

                                                
560 “Death of Napoleon,” Washington Gazette, Washington, DC; 10 August 1821, 2. They 
mention his role in the South American revolutions three days later as well, and that day they 
wrote, “we supremely deny any other jurisdiction in this case than our own; and insist upon it 
that Bonaparte was one of the greatest, (if not the greatest) captain of the age! (2)” 
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happy, and he made her wretched. He acted and fought and contrived only for himself,--and 

France dispirited and disgusted, at last stood neuter in the contest.” Continuing on, the Gazette  

countered that, “had Napoleon but have comprehended the nature of true glory, and performed 

his duty to France, how different from the actual predicament, would have been the condition of 

the European continent! French example would have recommended civil liberty to the oppressed 

of all nations,” but instead, they concluded, “Napoleon broke the line of improvement, and is 

never to be forgiven.”561 

Conclusion 

True rehabilitation for Napoleon did not occur in the years immediately after his exile to 

St. Helena, nor right after his death. Instead, what appears to be the case is that New Englanders 

needed more distance from his example, as well as his story’s moral. During Andrew Jackson’s 

first campaign for the presidency against John Quincy Adams, papers occasionally ran 

comparisons between the two figures. Most of these accounts focused on each man’s military 

skill and relative lack of governing practice, such as this one from the Boston Commercial 

Gazette, which I will quote at length: 

It is but a few years since Bonaparte was considered as a military 
chief, who had gained his fame and held his power by a disregard 
of the rights of man,--of national and individual suffering; but 
since [Dr. Barry] O’Meara and [Count Emmanuel-Augustin-
Dieudonné-Joseph de] Las Cases have blazoned his virtues, from 
his own mouth; and have made large books to show that ‘black is 
not so very black,’—nor ‘blood so very bloody’; this warrior, who 
wrote the fate of nations with an iron pen, and sealed his best 
contracts with the best blood of opposing hosts, is now thought a 
saint; who died by cruelty and neglect at St. Helena; and his fame 
finds apologists, with tears of pity glistening in their eyes, who 
were once his direst opposers.—So goes the world. Gen. Jackson 
too, seems to have, while living, (a much more fortunate case) 
experienced something of a similar fate—Once anathemas on his 

                                                
561 “Justice to Napoleon!” Washington Gazette, Washington, DC; 15 August 1821, 2.  
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head, for supposed or real outrages on civil authority, were 
reverberated through the halls of Congress, where now the silken 
whispers of congratulations meet him. He seems, at present, a star 
of the first magnitude in the galaxy of Presidential candidates, 
whose bright and glorious light puts his competitors out of 
sight…Gen. Jackson has had his apotheosis, and we are willing 
that he should be put in the same constellation with the warriors of 
the revolution—and this we think is fame enough for any mortal. 
… Send Caesar to Gaul, or elsewhere, to conquer provinces, but 
elect Cato, or some other wiser prudent gownsman, to administer 
the affairs at home.562 
 

The author of the Gazette’s piece believed that men like Jackson or Napoleon were best 

left to “conquer provinces” like Julius Caesar in Gaul, while a Cato should rule at home. Yes, 

they had both committed terrible deeds, but other acts since had made up for those missteps, the 

Gazette argued. Having read the sympathetic accounts of Dr. O’Meara or Count de las Cases, 

many New Englanders believed he was not really as bad as most English stories had portrayed 

him as. Jackson, however, still had a chance to make good on his restored positive image, and 

could act on it, unlike Napoleon, which Jackson did in 1828 when finally elected president.  

This type of comparison was how many papers used Napoleon’s image after 1821.563 To 

be compared to Napoleon was to weigh a man (because it was always a man, never a woman) 

against the symbol of arguably the best “captain” in the history of the world. In time, it became 

less acceptable to use Napoleon as an example of despotism and more common to see him used 

                                                
562 “Caprice of Public Opinion,” Boston Commercial Gazette, Boston; 19 January 1824, 2. 
O’Meara was an Irish surgeon who tended to Napoleon for a brief time while he was on St. 
Helena. Both he and Las Cases were sent away from St. Helena by the governor, Sir Hudson 
Lowe, because he believed they were trying to help Napoleon escape. Both went to England, 
where they wrote very positive memoirs about Bonaparte and which also reflected badly upon 
Lowe as a governor, which many historians believe influenced people in both Europe and 
America to call for an end to the St. Helena exile. 
563 I believe they missed a better point of similarity that Bonaparte and Jackson shared, which 
was their image as a common man. Both were from humble origins, each pulled himself up by 
his bootstraps to accomplish much more than anybody had ever expected from him, and both still 
have controversial opinions over how they are remembered today.  
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as a by-word to extraordinariness in some capacity, but this amazing-ness or remarkable-ness 

needed to be tempered with more modesty, virtue, and republican values than Bonaparte ever 

displayed during his years as a public figure. Lacking those concepts, the judged man was no 

better than Napoleon Bonaparte, but without the fame and public recognition.  
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CHAPTER 7 
 

CONCLUSION 

 “‘Our’ Napoleon?’: Republicanism, Religion, and Paranoia in New England and the Mid-

Atlantic, 1796-1830” argues that Americans living in New England and the Mid-Atlantic 

developed their understandings of Napoleon based on their unique practices and life experiences 

in the United States. In particular, they used the image of Napoleon to mirror their political fears 

for the American republic in the aftermath of the French Revolution and what they saw as its 

failed potential. The turmoil of that revolution at turns frightened and disturbed American 

onlookers, and many saw that the upheavals in France had the potential to cause similar struggles 

in the newly created political parties of the United States. I argued that Napoleon’s rise to power 

in 1799 was the turning point for New Englanders’ growing paranoia about the safety of the 

American republic. To make my case, I used three different categories of analyzing American 

opinion about Napoleon and France—religion, republicanism, and paranoia.  

 Religion, I argued, formed the basis of New Englanders’ perceptions of Napoleon and 

France because religion was a central part of their lives in America, and in New England. In this 

area especially people experienced religion as a way of longing for the millennium, or the end of 

days. To this end, ministers expressed their feelings about Napoleon and France in a loaded type 

of language that described both as being antichristian, atheistic, and harbingers of the end times.  

In particular, I focused my attention on Federalist clergymen who used their understandings as a 

way of attacking Republican officials in government during the 1790s and onward because of 

those politicians’ perceived failures for conducting American foreign affairs.564 I argued that 

                                                
564 I believe that Americans conflated Napoleon with France and the French people. When, after 
1799, Americans discussed France, it is my opinion that what they were really talking about was 
Napoleon, because Napoleon represented France to them.  
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New England’s ministers said derogatory things about Napoleon because of latent fears of 

political reprisals from their political opponents if they used the same type of negatively 

millennial language toward domestic political figures. Therefore, I argued that what these 

clergymen really referred to and discussed in their sermons were their political enemies, the 

Republican Party, rather than Napoleon or France. I showed that this sort of language arose and 

continued to emerge during periods of intense economic distress, and that this pressure caused 

New England clergymen to lash out against the French who they felt were persecuting them and 

their local economies. I concentrated on extreme economic disturbances caused by the XYZ 

affair; the Quasi-War; the French Continental Blockade; the resulting American Embargo, Non-

Importation, and Non-Intercourse Acts; and finally, the War of 1812, all of which significantly 

increased negative language towards both France and Bonaparte, which I argued was really 

directed at Republicans such as Thomas Jefferson and James Madison. 

The second way I examined American perceptions of Napoleon was through conceptions 

of republicanism. I talked about what made up the idea of republicanism, and then contrasted this 

with the image of Bonaparte. Napoleon Bonaparte represented the worst sort of republican 

imaginable to Americans in New England and the Mid-Atlantic. They saw him as a way of 

perceiving the flaws within their own American republican model. By examining Napoleon’s 

actions, Americans learned what a failed republican looked like and how to tell who among them 

was good or bad. Conversely, by reading about George Washington’s life and deeds, New 

Englanders faced the epitome of American republicanism, whose model they sought to emulate 

as opposed to the licentiousness and infidelity that Bonaparte’s example represented. I argued 

that the New England and Mid-Atlantic views and interpretations of republicanism framed their 

conception of Napoleon as a “bad republican” while elevating George Washington to the highest 
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heights imaginable because of his embracement of American virtues of a good republican. 

Because of some Americans’ [read: the Democratic-Republicans] perceived admiration of both 

Bonaparte and the French Revolution, New England Federalists feared the contagion they 

believed Napoleon and the French possessed that would infect and destroy the incredibly 

vulnerable United States like a deadly disease if allowed to spread. The fears stemmed from the 

dangerous political and religious views the French possessed that contrasted much too deeply 

with those of Americans. Therefore, I pointed out that New Englanders argued for spurning 

Napoleon and France to save the United States from a possibly terminal disease. I posited that 

American constructs of classical republicanism lay at the heart of this belief, as well as a keen 

mistrust of human beings as a whole.  

 Another way I examined New England’s perceptions and understandings of Napoleon 

was through the lens of the paranoid style theory originated by Robert Hofstadter. Considered by 

many historians to be an unpopular and controversial in his groundbreaking article, “The 

Paranoid Style in American History,” I argued in that chapter that Hofstadter’s conclusions and 

ideas actually bore more weight than many historians heretofore had granted. I claimed that there 

were some New Englanders and residents of the Mid-Atlantic who were predisposed to believe 

that their way of life was under attack by unknown forces because of their strong religious 

beliefs and because of the well-documented fears that Americans had about the stability and 

safety of their newborn republic.565 To prove my assertions, I examined both concrete as well as 

                                                
565 Vernon Stauffer says it best when he writes, “There was then, as there has always been, a 
very large body of citizens whose faith in the stability and high destiny of the nation made them 
immune to such fears; calm and philosophic souls who were equally unmoved by the rant of the 
demagogue or the distracted mood of the self-deceived alarmist. … But there were also other 
men, as has been the case in every deeply agitated generation, who were fully persuaded that 
they were able to catch deeper tones than their neighbors, to whom the gift had been given to 
read the signs of the times more accurately than their fellows.” New England and the Bavarian 
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unsubstantiated fears held by these New Englanders, such as the potential for a French invasion 

of the United States led by Bonaparte and the overthrowing of the American republic in favor of 

a monarchy or a military despotism. Using the texts that New Englanders read that fed their 

fears, I discussed some of their more extreme ideas about France and the French Revolution, 

such as the idea that it was a conspiracy contrived by the Bavarian Illuminati and the 

Freemasons, as well as a plot to subvert American Christianity. I also examined the hysteria that 

arose because of supposed plots and conspiracies within the United States had much of its 

origins in New England’s climate of religiosity and because of its place as a Federalist 

stronghold that felt threatened by incipient Republican power. I argued about the role of the 

secret society and how the fear that such groups could somehow overthrow American society 

and the Constitution. Secret societies, for Americans in the new United States, were part of a 

much larger conspiracy against the republican experiment in America and its special manifest 

destiny as set down by the Puritans. I saw anxieties about secret societies as a reflection of 

continuing fears over what was termed “French influence” within the United States’ government.  

 Another contentious issue of how Americans viewed Napoleon and France was their 

extreme fear of a military invasion at the turn of the nineteenth century. Americans feared armed 

military invasions in the Early Republic—perhaps rightly so because of the lingering presence of 

British troops in the Northwest Territory after the end of the Revolutionary War, but also 

because of increasingly tense relations between the United States and the French Republic after 

the death of the French king Louis XVI in 1793. One reason why they feared invasion the way 

that they did was because of the military weakness of the new country, which had an incredibly 

small regular army and an almost absurdly small navy. I discussed the early American fears 

                                                                                                                                                       
Illuminati (New York: Columbia University Press, 1918), 137-138. 
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regarding the idea of a standing army because of the potential an army to not only incubate a 

powerful usurper who would overthrow the government but as a body that would also repress the 

citizenry of their rights. Instead, the United States relied upon militia forces for its military 

protection, and therefore had much to fear from countries that had great numbers of professional 

troops at their disposal. All of these factors led many in New England and elsewhere in America 

to fear a war with France or Britain after 1792, and with that war would come the invasion that 

would wreak havoc on the American countryside and its people.   

  I concluded my examination of American perceptions of Napoleon with a discussion of 

how understandings changed after his exile from Europe in 1814 and again in 1815.  I argued 

that Americans in New England and the Mid-Atlantic expressed conflicted feelings towards 

Napoleon after 1814, when he first fell from power after the combined Allied victory in the Sixth 

Coalition War and was forced out of by the French legislature. Napoleon subsequently abdicated 

the throne and the victorious Allies sent him to live in exile on the island of Elba in the 

Mediterranean Sea. On one hand, Americans despised the majority of Bonaparte’s actions as 

emperor, and condemned him for his “war-mongering,” as they called it, believing that he 

enjoyed wading in the blood of Europeans. On the other hand, Americans thought they knew 

what kind of man he was, and how he should be dealt with and handled. Americans in 1814 

feared change, and worried about who would replace Bonaparte at the head of France, should he 

be dethroned, which I talked about at length.  

This last chapter focused most of its attention on the year 1814 as a case study for 

understandings of Bonaparte and how that year transformed most opinions of him. People in the 

Mid-Atlantic and New England differed in perspectives toward Napoleon during this time 

because of how they believed the European events would impact America. Those in New 
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England displayed less sympathy in opinion due to their more overtly religious outlook on life, 

while in the Mid-Atlantic Americans approached the issue more pragmatically with an eye 

toward trade and the balance of power in Europe. In particular, I examined how Americans 

attempted to structure their opinions about Napoleon by trying to decide what most benefited the 

United States—either his removal from power or his continuance as Emperor of the French. I 

argued that 1814 in particular was critical to the transformation of New England and the Mid-

Atlantic’s perceptions of Napoleon Bonaparte. I also showed how the effects of his later 

imprisonment on St. Helena impacted their opinions, and how Americans became, if not 

downright empathetic to Napoleon, at least more sympathetic towards him in the wake of the 

establishment of the repressive system established by the Holy Alliance after his exile. Another 

point of discussion is the effects of his later imprisonment on Elba and St. Helena, and how 

Americans became, if not downright empathetic to Napoleon, at least more sympathetic to his 

plight after 1815.  

What Is Left to Be Done in the Field? 

 As I mentioned in my introduction to this project, very little work has been done in this 

field of Napoleonic studies. Because of this lack of informed scholarship, there are many ways 

this could be ameliorated. I believe that a study of how Napoleon’s image transforms from one 

as a despised despot to foundational piece of the West Point curriculum would continue to fill in 

the gaps of this historiography. West Point’s officer education emphasizes Napoleonic military 

tactics and strategy through the use of Napoleon’s contemporary Carl von Clausewitz’s works on 

the topics. What West Point focuses on is Napoleon’s military career, not his work as a 

statesman, which I believe has had a detrimental impact on how the rest of the United States 

continues to view him. West Point’s adoption of Napoleon as the archetypal military strategist 
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continues to shape understandings of Napoleon in the United States. Further work could be done 

in popular conceptions of Napoleon in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries in America, and 

what those ideas share with the way Americans saw him during his own time period. In 

particular, I see this as an examination of popular culture ideas about Bonaparte and his image, 

focusing on filmic portrayals of Napoleon and his life.  

 Further, a modern interpretation of American understandings of the French Revolution 

would be a helpful contribution to the field. In this, the scholar should write using a new 

methodological approach such as the New Social History or cultural history to tell the story of 

how Americans interpreted and saw the French Revolution. In particular, an emphasis on the 

lower classes as well as women’s opinions, perhaps using figures like Mercy Otis Warren, Helen 

Maria Williams, and others, to tell the story as opposed to using the elites of American society 

such as the Founding Fathers and their friends as the “representative” American viewing the 

French Revolution. This study would necessitate much research in smaller archives across the 

country to find underrepresented peoples’ understandings.  

As a systematic study of American perceptions of Napoleon and France throughout the 

entire United States during the Early Republic still needs to be accomplished, though I hope my 

small work does something to alleviate that deficit. A larger work on this topic ideally would 

cover the whole country from when Americans first became aware of Napoleon in 1795 and 

could end as early as 1821, but could be expanded to cover the entire arc of American history 

until the end of the twentieth century. 

 In all, more work is needed to fill gaps in this subfield because of its enduring centrality 

in understanding the development of early American ideas such as republicanism, manifest 

destiny, and American imperialism in the aftermath of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic 
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Empire. The French Revolution was not only an important event in French and European history, 

but also in American history. This connection has been lost over the course of the last several 

decades of study, but deserves to be rekindled because of its impact on American political 

developments like party formation and ideology, as well as the splintering of American society 

because of those factional divisions.  
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