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During the Colonial Conference at Ottawa, Canada in 1894, the Pacific Cable
was a subject of primary importance. Before the conference was concluded,
a resolution was passed calling for a preliminary survey to be made and tenders
to be accepted for the construction of an all-British Pacific cable from Canada
to Australia and New Zealand.1 One last question remained unanswered. In
the Ottawa Resolution, Article Four called for steps to be taken to secure
neutral landing rights in the Hawaiian Islands. That statement brought Great
Britain and her colonies momentarily into a small diplomatic imbroglio
between the United States and Hawaii during the annexation crisis of the
1890's.

At least a year before the Ottawa Conference began, the British Government
and some officials in the colonies had already indicated an interest in utilizing
one of the remote islands in the Hawaiian groups as a cable relay station.2

It was advantageous to have cable stations located along the route of a
submarine cable because the signal in long sections of cable became weaker
over long distances and the transmission speed also decreased.3 The Vancouver
to Fiji section of the Pacific Cable as projected, was to be an exceptionally
long cable and a landing point was a necessity.

There were two islands under consideration by those working to make the
British Pacific Cable a reality. Fanning Island, located about midway between
Hawaii and the Samoan Islands, seemed to offer some promise as a cable relay
point. It was almost entirely uninhabited and was the nearest English posses-
sion to Vancouver on the route to Australia. On the other hand, Hawaii,
though not controlled by Britain, was much closer to Vancouver and would
make it possible for the cable section from Vancouver to be much shorter
than a Vancouver to Fanning Island line.4

In 1893, when the Hawaiian Islands were first mentioned in official British
correspondence relating to the Pacific Cable, Hawaii was in political turmoil.
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The new United States President, Grover Cleveland, had just instituted an
investigation into the improprieties of the American Minister, John L.
Stevens, during the 1893 rebellion. The United States Congress was still
debating the question of annexation as the inquiry by James A. Blount,
Cleveland's investigator, was being carried to its conclusion.5 British pro-
ponents of the Pacific Cable did not seem worried about the prospects of
annexation or a change in the Hawaiian Government since both political
factions in Hawaii had promised to honor existing agreements with Great
Britain.6

The British interest in Hawaii was strengthened by an act which had been
passed by the Hawaiian Government on August 21, 1884, promising a subsidy
of £5,000 annually for fifteen years to any company that would lay a cable
from North America to the Hawaiian Islands.7 In short, the backers of the
Pacific Cable scheme hoped to use Hawaii as a means to cut the expense of
laying the cable as well as an excellent geographic location for establishing a
cable station. The objection to Hawaii as a landing post was skillfully raised
by those interested in the project as an imperial enterprise that would greatly
improve colonial defense by utilizing only British possessions. On the other
hand, the General Post Office felt that the all-British Cable was not that
valuable since no international convention upheld the protection or neutrality
of cables during periods of war. The Post Office did point out the advantage
of the subsidy offered by Hawaii and expressed a belief that it would substan-
tially reduce the cost of establishing the line.8

While this question continued to rage in the government and circles of
men supporting the project, Sir Sanford Fleming, a Canadian agent, offered
a possible solution to the question of landing sites along the proposed route.
He suggested that the mid-ocean stations should be British possessions, and
he felt that it would be desirable for Britain to make diplomatic efforts to gain
control of one of the Hawaiian Islands.9 Fleming did not believe that any of
the main islands making up Hawaii could be obtained, but he did point out
that Necker Island, about 240 miles west of the Hawaiian group, was available
and would make a more direct route to Queensland than either Hawaii or
Fanning Island. It was uninhabited and, as far as he could ascertain, was
unclaimed by any nation.10

In November 1893, Lord Ripon, then the Colonial Secretary, suggested
to the Foreign Office that it investigate the possibility of annexing Necker
Island. The reply, based on the tenuous position of the Hawaiian Government
emphasized that time was not propitious for opening the negotiations.11 This
same suggestion was made by the High Commissioner of Canada to Lord
Ripon, who concurred with the advice.12

The decision to forestall opening negotiations by the British Government
was correct as the political crisis in Hawaii was to remain clouded for some
time. President Cleveland had hoped to undo the wrongs of the American
Minister and to restore Queen Liliuokolani to her throne. But with the report
of the Queen's threats to execute her political opponents, Cleveland quickly
handed the problem over to the United States Congress in December 1894.
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A five-month debate by Congress resulted in resolutions against the
"inexpediency" of annexation and the belief that the Hawaiian people had
a right to select their form of government without foreign intervention.13

The provisional regime in Hawaii used this indecisive action by the United
States to establish a more permanent but undemocratic republic. The result
was a closer political and commercial union with the United States, which
eventually worked to the disadvantage of the British cable project.

In the meantime, Necker Island had remained a topic of conversation in
official British correspondence. The Hydrographer to the Admiralty had
reported to the Post Office and Colonial Office that very little was known
about the island.14 On January 30, 1894, the Foreign Office advised Sir Julian
Pauncefote, the British Ambassador to the United States, that Necker Island
might be acquired as a cable station and requested his views concerning the
attitude of the United States and its feeling about Britain receiving the
subsidy.15 Pauncefote replied that the line would probably be of great service
to the United States, if it were connected at Honolulu. He felt that the United
States, if it were given this assurance, would probably consent to an under-
standing.16 Finally, in early March, Pauncefote brought up the Necker Island
proposal to the United States Secretary of State whose attitude left no reason
for apprehension concerning the freedom to negotiate for the concessions with
Hawaii.17

With the apparent good wishes of the United States, the Foreign Office
advised the provisional Hawaiian Government of British intentions concerning
Necker Island. The Hawaiian reply was a firm request for the British Govern-
ment to elaborate on its plans so that their government might decide upon the
desirability of permitting a British occupation of the island.18 Because of the
tone of the reply, Lord Ripon instructed the Foreign Office not to respond
until a thorough examination of the island could be completed. Ripon
considered the tone of the reply to be an assumption by the Hawaiian Govern-
ment that it owned Necker Island and that the British Government was
requesting permission to occupy it.19

He also suggested giving the captain of the survey vessel the authority to
raise the British flag, in the event that the island was found to be satisfactory
for a cable site. Ripon felt that prior claims to the island which could be
substantiated could be examined later.20

The Foreign Office, which had received further information indicating that
Hawaii did claim Necker Island, agreed to send the vessel to examine the
island, but refused to give the captain the authority to raise the flag for fear of
inevitably causing international complications.21

Before instructions could be sent to the Admiralty, word arrived that the
Hawaiian Government had hoisted its flag over Necker Island on May 27,
1894.22 This development did not dampen the British spirits for any length of
time. Less than a week later, the Admiralty informed the Foreign Office that
it had discovered information indicating that the British vessel, Champion,
had visited Necker Island during November 1893, and found it to be
unsuitable for a submarine telegraph station.23
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Ripon still felt that the island should be carefully examined and charted so
the Admiralty agreed to send the Champion back to Necker Island. The
Admiralty also informed Ripon of two other islands west of the Hawaiian
Islands that might prove suitable as cable posts.24 Ripon instructed the
Admiralty to survey the two islands, French Frigate Shoal and Laysan Island,
and to determine whether any governments claimed them.25

In early November, the Colonial Office received a report from Captain
Edward Rooke of H.M.S. Champion concerning that vessel's second surveying
voyage to Necker Island. Once again the island was described as a poor choice
for a cable station. The report indicated that the island had fair harbor
facilities, but the banks dropped off too abruptly for cable landings. Other
unfavorable characteristics included the lack of fresh water and very sparse
vegetation.26

In the meantime, Sir Sandford Fleming and William H. Mercer, an agent
from the Colonial Office, had arrived in Hawaii. They were authorized by the
Ottawa Conference Resolutions to negotiate for a cable relay location with the
Hawaiian Government.27

Prior to visiting Hawaii, Fleming and Mercer visited Washington, D. C.
where they had an interview with Walter Q. Gresham, the Secretary of State.
The Ottawa Conference had decided on leasing an island with Britain receiving
exclusive rights to the island or else landing the cable only on British soil.
Because of a reciprocity treaty between Hawaii and the United States, it was
feared that the cable would be precluded from touching in Hawaii. Fleming
asked Gresham if the United States would object to the British leasing one
of the small islands in the Hawaiian Group. Gresham's reply indicated that
leasing an island would not interfere with the treaty.28

Fleming and Mercer went on to Honolulu and entered into negotiations
with the Hawaiian Government. The British representatives did not ask for
exclusive cable rights in Hawaii. They requested only the exclusive right to
an island that would suit their needs. That is, no other cable company could
land on that island; the British had no intention of interfering with other
cable enterprises.29

Fleming and Mercer entered into negotiations with the Hawaiian Govern-
ment and the discussions were cordial. Fleming proposed that the Hawaiian
Government lease an island to the Dominion of Canada for use only as a cable
station. He requested a subsidy of ^7,000 annually for fifteen years. In return
for that, the cable company was to build a branch cable from the island to
Honolulu and only charge the following rate for messages: commercial
business, one shilling a word; government dispatches, ninepence; and press
dispatches, sixpence.30 This was a very low rate, considering the prices
charged by other companies.

The Hawaiian Government was apparently impressed with Fleming's
terms because a surveying ship, the Hyacinth was sent out to investigate Bird
Island. Fleming and Mercer accompanied the vessel and joined in the
examination of the island. Although it possessed more favorable facilities than
Necker Island, it too offered very little for consideration as a cable relay site.31
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Several days before receiving any of the unfavorable survey reports, the
British Government received a dispatch from Consul-General Albert G.
Hawes at Honolulu stating that the Hawaiian Government had arrived at a
decision on the Pacific Cable negotiations.32 The British Agent wrote:

The difficulty of obtaining a conclusive agreement now is undoubtedly owing to the
hands of this Government being tied by their Reciprocity Treaty with the United
States. They are perfectly willing to accept the proposals for the telegraphic connection,
but are afraid to do anything that might possibly imperil the advantages they derive
from the present treaty.33

Hawes' conclusion was quickly confirmed by a reply from Francis Hatch,
Minister of Foreign Affairs for the Republic of Hawaii, to Sir Sanford Fleming
and William H. Mercer, advising them of the decision that had been arrived
at by the Hawaiian Government.34 Hatch explained to the two imperial
representatives that the Reciprocity Treaty of 1876 with the United States
precluded the leasing of any islands to Great Britain.35 He quoted Article
Four of the Treaty:

It is agreed on the part of his Hawaiian Majesty that, so long as this Treaty shall
remain in force, he will not lease, or otherwise dispose of, or create any lien upon any
port, harbor, or other territory in his domains, or grant any special privilege or rights
of use therein to any other Power, State, or Government, nor make any Treaty by which
any other nation shall obtain the same privilege relative to the admission of any articles
free of duty hereby secured to the United States.36

Somewhat set back by the Hawaiian response, the British Government
considered opening negotiations in Washington. This idea quickly lost its
appeal when the British Consul in Washington instructed the Foreign Office
that a time-consuming Senate modification of the Reciprocity Treaty would
be required if the leasing of an island were still desired.37

In the meantime it had been discovered that both Laysan Island and
French Frigate Shoal also belonged to Hawaii.38 Almost immediately after
reaching this apparent impasse, references to landing a British cable in Hawaii
virtually disappeared.

In London on February 18, 1894, The Mail carried an article which intimated
that Fanning Island was to be used as a cable station.39 The apparent victory
for the advocates of an all-British route was proclaimed in several British
newspapers in early May when it was publicly announced that there was no
chance of obtaining a cable station in Hawaii.40

Apparently the proceedings of the Ottawa Conference and the attempted
negotiations for a landing site in Hawaii had revived the project of an American
Pacific Cable. After almost a year of rumor and discussion, the United States
Senate Committee on Foreign Relations reported a bill in May 1896. The
bill authorized an annual sum of $160,000 over a twenty-year period for a
cable from San Francisco to Japan via Hawaii.41 During the same month the
Interstate and Foreign Commerce Committee of the House of Representatives
reported on a similar bill that was estimated to cost $7,500,000 when completed.
Neither bill passed that session.42 The United States was still uncertain about
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its relationship to Hawaii and the Far East, and was unwilling to help Britain
obtain a cable site in Hawaii, while lacking the boldness to commit herself to
cable project of her own.43

{Editor's Note: At the time this study was made, the author was not aware
of a master's thesis on the cable based on the British Foreign Office and
Hawaiian government records, while his is based primarily on the British
Colonial Office records. "Hawaii's part in attempts to build a trans-Pacific
cable, 1893-1898" was submitted by Pauline N. King (Joerger) to the
University of Hawaii in 1965.)
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