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It is the final crisis of the [French] Empire which attracted our [Americans’] attention. It would be difficult to conceive of the furor that it caused across the Atlantic. The tragedy [of Napoleon’s fall] is divided in reality into three acts: (1) the invasion of France by the Allies and the first abdication in the spring of 1814; (2) the return of the "Eagle" in March of 1815; (3) Waterloo and the second abdication in June 1815. [NOTE: The latter two phases will not be addressed, as they occur after 1814, and this paper discusses events in 1814 alone...]
The very title of this paper clearly defines its limits: we do not claim to set forth the reactions of the whole of American opinion, but only of that part of it expressed by the voice of the press; and it is quite likely that a study of other evidences of this opinion-letters, memoirs, books, pamphlets-may give a picture colored quite differently.

In order to find a truly independent public opinion, we have to look beyond the Atlantic in the free republic of the United States. The press of the United States was, even at this period, the most prolific and spirited in the world, although the population of the country still numbered only about eight million inhabitants. According to historians, there were 393 newspapers published in the United States as early as 1810, and 861 in 1820. This was not the case for France in 1814, nor for any of the other countries on the European continent. Even in England where opinion was, in principle, free to express itself, the state of war with France and over-wrought national feelings permitted only one kind of sentiment to be printed: hatred of Napoleon and of France. 

FIRST PHASE: THE INVASION OF FRANCE

At the end of March 1814, Due to the isolation of the United States, the American people had not even heard that the curtain was going up in France. They knew practically nothing of what had happened since Napoleon, defeated in Germany, had been obliged to pull back all his forces on this side of the Rhine. But news of the Allied invasion of France slowly crossed the Atlantic.
The Federalist newspapers rejoiced and already looked upon Napoleon as overthrown: 

The day of reckoning near at hand! [ran the New York Evening Post, on March 25]. . . . The ruthless tyrant who has so long held in iron slavery the continental powers in Europe, is about to be brought to his final earthly account. The oceans of innocent blood he has caused to flow; the devastation spread through civil society in which he has involved all ancient institutions, civil and divine, these mighty evils are, at length, about to be requited upon this monster.

Comments the Daily Advertiser of Boston on March 23: 

Bonaparte must be hurled from his sanguinary throne before peace can be concluded. . . . We foresee no other alternative left for him but to be slain, or to escape by flight. In the latter case, there is no spot on earth that would receive him except America; to this country therefore he will fly...
Some made the ironical suggestion that [American] President [James] Madison send a ship to pick up the Emperor as soon as he was dethroned, in order to entrust to him the command of the Union's armies.
And lastly, The Columbian of New York:
We have always desired a "balance of power" in Europe, and believed the interest of the commercial world required that the immense power of Britain on the Ocean should be counterpoised by equal weight and influence elsewhere. The balance is now exploded. . . . That this thing is favorable to the United States, no American can pretend...

SECOND PHASE: THE ABDICATION OF NAPOLEON AND THE RESTORATION

The first report of the long awaited climax of the European drama finally reached the United States. Newspapers told of a big celebration and a great display of lights in the town to celebrate the end of the war: Napoleon had yielded his crown to the Bourbons [the ruling family of France, from which all of the “King Louises” came...] and had consented to retire with his family to an island in the Mediterranean on condition that he be paid a pension. 

“MOMENTOUS AND HIGHLY IMPORTANT NEWS!" ran the headlines of several Boston papers on June 4. "GLORIOUS NEWS FOR EUROPE!" announced the Columbian Centennial, and it added:

It never before has fallen to our lot to announce intelligence so stupendous as that which arrivals in Portsmouth and Halifax [Canada] from England enable us to do this day . . . Bonaparte banished to Elba! The ancient family and ancient boundaries restored! General peace in Europe made! LAUS DEO! [Praise God!]
But some newspapers were wary. The Baltimore American writes on June 8: 
The story of a continental peace we entirely discredit on the ground that there had been neither time enough for making it, nor a government with whom the Allies could make it. The story that Bonaparte had left the continent we do not credit because it is too improbable an event to be believed on such loose evidence. The same may be said of the story of his abdication.

The Federal Gazette of Baltimore writes: 

It can scarcely be supposed that Bonaparte would voluntarily resign his empire nor is it probable that he would be permitted to retire unmolested if his situation was such that the allies could compel him to abdicate.
Yet most were desirous to ingest the news. During a religious service, a sermon was heard and a hymn, specially composed for the occasion by Mr. L. M. Sargent, Esq., was sung to the tune of "Ye Mariners of England." Here is the second stanza: 
France at the throne eternal
Of Great Jehovah bow!
For Heaven's avenging thunderbolt
Has laid the tyrant low! 
The bloody baleful star shall guide
The monster's way no more
Where the slain, o'er the plain
Lie swelt'ring in their gore.
And through a thousand, thousand streams
Life's ebbing torrents pour.

The Enquirer comments and concludes: 
"Never has any news so important ever issued from this Office as goes forth this day....The annals [historical records] of the world do not exhibit so wonderful a revolution. Who does not lift up his hands and wonder!"
But at least three newspapers already foresaw, more or less clearly, a later attempt by Napoleon to regain his power.

History affords few instances of a similar, none of equal elevation, and none of a like surrender of authority. . . . Whether Napoleon will survive his downfall in quiet retirement remains to be seen . . . perhaps the speculative observer would be hardly able to reconcile such a calm surrender of character with the ordinary principles of human nature. (Baltimore Patriot, June 9.)

CONCLUSION: THE “FUTURE” AND THE 
RELIABILITY OF THE AMERICAN PRESS

But many feared the outcome. With Napoleon gone, what would come of “post-Napoleonic” France? The Boston Palladium says the following of other European nations helping reconstruct France:
"This is like a rash man's setting fire to his house, and then calling upon his neighbors, whom he had abused for advising him against it, to help him extinguish the flames." (June 10.)
The Savannah Republican called for caution in celebrating the downfall of Napoleon: 
In times like the present, no pen, no tongue ought to be suffered to advocate or take part with our enemy. Let us resort to the expedients of the revolutionary congress, and treat enemies now as that patriotic body decreed they should be treated in '76.
“It remains to be seen,” a newspaper added, “…whether the new constitution would be fairly administered. One may fear the pretensions of the former nobility, and when the French have forgotten the evils of the present hour, they will give more credit to Napoleon, who, with all his personal ambition, has bestowed so much glory upon France. 
A return to the Bourbon regime [with the appointment of Louis XVIII] is not, perhaps, so solidly reestablished after all, muses the Independent Chronicle: 
The present king is deprived of the materials on which the old system was predicated. The restored nobility now enter France destitute of property. The clerical establishments are dissipated. . . . All religions are placed on an equality.... The army of Louis XVIII are the pupils of Bonaparte. This is a “check and balance” which all the allies of England cannot destroy. We again say: let the Americans be cautious, let us reserve ourselves for future events. (June 15.)

We will want, at the end of this survey, to retain a few general impressions of the attitude of the American press when confronted with the final crisis of the Empire. Two principal factors contributed to befog its judgment. 
1. In the first place, there was the extreme imperfection of its means of information, stemming as much from the difficulties of communication as from the oft misleading nature of the news from Europe, polluted at its source by the interests of the nations at war. 
2. On the other hand, there were the partisan emotions of the American journalists themselves. We find the same faults on both sides [of whether or not Napoleon’s downfall was “good” for Europe]: freakish interpretations, dishonest reticences, excessive credulousness, ridiculous exaggerations, fantastic conjectures. 
In the American press you find the reflection of a society which is still somewhat lacking in orderly administration, but healthy and bubbling over with energy, where individuals could develop their abilities in the free struggle of ideas and interests. If each newspaper, considered separately, loses its way often and sometimes clumsily, this press, in its entirety, showed a remarkable perspicacity in the matter, not of details of military operations, but of the great political interests at stake. 
It is quite noteworthy, especially, that it perceived, from the very beginning of the crisis, that Napoleon's final destiny depended in the last analysis on the French people itself and that the fall of the imperial regime would inevitably bring about a Bourbon restoration. Thus, the Americans, removed from the scene of the struggle, and imperfectly informed, often had a more accurate view of its broad outlines than those who were engaged in it in Europe. As for the consequences of the events for the United States, we see emerging from the tumult of warring opinions a policy consonant with the higher interests of the nation. Thus, in spite of all the defects of the system, aggravated by the shortcomings of the individuals concerned, freedom of the press had fulfilled its role and served the country well.

