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Kalakaua was the first reigning Hawaiian monarch to leave the islands since Liholiho went to 

London fifty years before, and the first monarch of any country to visit the United States. At the 

waterfront natives by the hundred crowded around him, some crying, some chanting meles or 

songs, some wanting just to shake his hand or kiss him. His trip across the American continent 

and his stay on the east coast aroused great interest. The royal party spent eleven days at 

Washington. On December 15 Kalakaua was introduced to President Ulysses S. Grant, and three 

days later he was received by the houses of Congress in joint session. The same evening a 

brilliant state ball was given in his honor. In New York the showman P.T. Barnum induced the 

royal party to visit the Hippodrome, and there the circus band played “King of The Cannibal 

Isles” while Kalakaua was inspected by the same crowds that delighted in animal acts and freak 

shows. 

Meanwhile the kingdom’s special commissioners, Elisha Allen and Henry Carter, were deep in 

discussion with Secretary of State Hamilton Fish, as they had been since November 18. Their 

instructions were based on the uncompleted treaty of 1867, with some additions. They were to 

try to have Hawaiian sugars up to No. 16 Dutch Standard admitted free of duty; they were to see 

if wool and rice could be included on the schedule; and they were not to discuss the cession of 

Pearl Harbor. During the first month of their talks the Hawaiian envoys were faced with the same 

objections that had defeated reciprocity in the past—among them the arguments that proposals 

for reciprocity with Canada had failed, and that the United States House of Representatives, 

regarding reciprocity treaties as revenue measures, would want to discuss the matter first. 

No doubt King Kalakaua’s visit did something to attract the attention of congressmen; certainly 

Minister Peirce’s insistence had its effect upon President Grant’s administration. When Carter 

presented a draft treaty on January 4, 1875, Fish agreed to show it to the cabinet next day. From 

then until the end of January the negotiators argued not over principle but over the wording of 

the treaty. A long list of articles to be exempted from duty was agreed upon readily (including 

Hawaiian rice but not wool). The most difficult question, and the one on which the value of the 

treaty depended, was that of sugar. On January 30 it was agreed to admit to the United States free 

of duty all grades of “muscovado, brown, and all other unrefined” Hawaiian sugar commonly 

referred to in the markets of San Francisco and Portland as “Sandwich Island sugar.” 

This was the hopeful state of affairs when Kalakaua arrived home in Honolulu on the morning of 

February 15, 1875. The marine telegraph at Diamond Head announced the approach of USS 

Pensacola, which was flying the royal standard; the signal guns on Punchbowl fired a salute; and 

crowds flocked to the waterfront. Between ten and twelve thousand spectators lined the streets as 

Kalakaua rode to the palace beneath decorated arches inscribed “God Save The King,” “Aloha 

Kalakaua,” and “Hawaii-America.” 

The commercial clauses of the treaty were those of immediate importance to the sugar interests 

of the islands, faced as they were with “serious disaster.” To the United States government 

commercial considerations were important but secondary: indeed it was more than likely that the 



reciprocity treaty would cost America money. The clause in the convention that eventually made 

further discussion possible at Washington was Article IV, perfected in the Senate Committee on 

Foreign Relations and on the Senate floor. Article IV compensated the United States to some 

degree for the kingdom’s refusal to cede Pearl Harbor. It bound the Hawaiian government not to 

alienate any territory to foreign powers during the term of the treaty, and not to allow any nation 

other than America the privileges of reciprocity. With Article IV allowed by the Hawaiian 

negotiators as a condition of the treaty’s chance of success, the document continued on its 

laborious way through the United States Senate, that graveyard of treaties. 

The debate was heated. A constitutional issue was raised—was it within the Senate’s province to 

bind the United States by treaty in matters that affected the nation’s revenue? Economic 

argument followed—no doubt the treaty would cost America something; how much would it 

cost, and was it worthwhile? Supporters said that it was worth anything if it secured the islands 

to America politically and strategically; without a treaty the Hawaiian kingdom might look for a 

British benefactor. Opponents said the islands were bound to America already; money forgone in 

the reciprocity treaty was money wasted, and the only ones who would benefit were the west 

coast sugar refiners. 

On March 18, 1875, the Senate voted, and the required two-thirds majority was secured. Three 

weeks later the news reached Honolulu on the mail steamer McGregor, which appeared off 

Diamond Head with its flags flying a coded message of success. Kalakaua ratified the treaty on 

April 18. Land values in the islands were already up 25 percent, even though President Grant still 

had to ratify the treaty and Congress had to pass enabling legislation. 

The Hawaiian version of the treaty was taken back to Washington, where ratifications were 

exchanged on June 3, but the United States House of Representatives would not meet again until 

December, and in the meantime the sugar refiners of San Francisco mounted an attack. The 

arguments of the sixties were revived: the refiners feared that increased production of sugar in 

Hawaii would flood the market on the west coast, depress the refinery business there, and cause 

nationwide distress in the sugar industry. These complaints were countered by the San Francisco 

Chamber of Commerce, which predicted a general expansion of trade between Hawaii and the 

American west coast, to the benefit of all. The refiners were silenced in the end by the plantation 

agencies of Honolulu. J. C. Pfluger of Hackfeld & Co. went to San Francisco in the fall of 1875 

to discuss the sale of a large part of the Hawaiian sugar crop of 1876, and he made it clear to the 

refiners that planters in the islands would not sell to people who opposed the treaty. Hawaiian 

sugar made up about one-fifth of the market on the west coast. Pfluger and his fellow agents had 

a good point; the refiners saw it, and after that they either supported the treaty or kept quiet. 

Elisha Allen went to Washington in November 1875, to do what he could to speed matters along 

at the capital, but matters would not be speeded. (Later, Allen referred to this period as the most 

strenuous time of his life.) The treaty did not reach the floor of the House of Representatives 

until February 1876, and when it did, extended debates took place on topics already argued in the 

Senate. Week after week the mail ships coming from San Francisco to Honolulu reported no 

progress. At last on May 26, 1876, the bark Mary Belle Roberts arrived decked in bunting. She 



fired a twenty-one-gun salute, and the news was brought ashore that the House had voted in 

favor of the treaty on May 8. 

This was still not the end; the Senate had to concur in the House’s implementation. For a third 

time all the old issues were raised. Representatives of the Louisiana sugar and rice industries 

appeared before the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, claiming that the treaty would 

injure them. When the bill got out of committee at the end of June its opponents managed to 

have it referred to the Committee on Finance, and it stuck there for more than a month. 

The Hawaiian government was busy making the necessary moves to see that the treaty would go 

into effect immediately the United States Senate wound up its work. A proclamation by King 

Kalakaua was published; an act admitting the scheduled American goods duty free was passed 

on July 18 and published on August 16. All this time passed without an encouraging word from 

Washington, but the mood at Honolulu remained optimistic, at least as late as July 4, when the 

biggest Independence Day celebration ever was held at Honolulu: 1876 was the centennial year 

of the United States, and it was also the year of a great step forward in Hawaiian-American 

relations—or it would be if only the Senate would hurry. 

But as the mail ships brought little news, and bad news at that, the mood of the islands changed. 

At Honolulu business was temporarily depressed; ships lay idle, unable to secure freight; the 

Hawaiian legislature, which had been in session since April 29, had long since exhausted 

important topics and was occupying its time with trivialities. Tempers were frayed; everybody 

was on the “ragged edge of uncertainty.” On August 23 the Hawaiian Gazette remarked that it 

seemed almost impossible that the Senate would act before the close of the session. The waiting 

ended the very next day. The Pacific Mail Steamship Company’s City of San Francisco, 

commanded, ironically enough, by Captain James Waddell of Shenandoah fame, arrived with 

unofficial news that the Senate had voted favorably. As she came around Diamond Head dressed 

in a “rainbow of bunting” the word spread like wildfire in the town, and crowds gathered at the 

waterfront with “hearts too full for utterance.” 

The silence was broken soon enough. The Hawaiian Gazette for August 30 carried an ecstatic 

headline: “Hurrah! For America and Hawaii! The Glorious News at Last! Hurrah! Our Luck Still 

Consistent! Arrival of the PMSS City of San Francisco Bringing the News of the Passage of the 

Bill rendering operative the Treaty of Reciprocity!!! The Treaty goes into effect as soon as the 

bill is signed by the President!” “President Grant signed the bill on Tuesday of last week, August 

15th. Hip! Hip! Hurrah!!! With a Tiger.” 

Kalakaua and his ministers decided to delay any great public demonstrations until official word 

came from Washington. The next steamer to arrive, the City of New York, brought news that 

President Grant had named September 9 as the day on which the treaty would go into effect. 

Kalakaua announced the date of the great occasion, and in the wake of an all-night torchlight 

procession and fireworks display the Hawaiian kingdom moved forward into a new era. For 

twenty-five years the American merchants of Honolulu had been urging reciprocity. During the 

last twelve months, however, the business community had known the worst kind of uncertainty, 

and possible losses as well as benefits began to be discussed, especially by Englishmen whose 



British connections were excluded from the treaty’s provisions by Article IV and who were 

afraid that tariff revisions might drive them from the Hawaiian market altogether. Ever since the 

election of 1874 the Emmaites and their British friends at Honolulu had been developing a 

propaganda against reciprocity. This became the focus of an embryonic political party which did 

well in the 1876 elections, returning two out of four candidates in Honolulu and several 

elsewhere. Just before the treaty went into effect a small group of dissidents in the legislature, led 

by the anti-American Englishman Godfrey Rhodes, mounted an inconclusive general attack on 

the whole idea of reciprocity. 

Whether or not these diversions had an influence, it seemed that in the crucial weeks some of 

Honolulu’s businessmen were looking the wrong way. Aboard the City of San Francisco was the 

west coast sugar refiner Claus Spreckels, one of those enemies of reciprocity whose minds were 

changed by the Honolulu sugar agents in 1875. Taking the first available ship to the islands after 

news was telegraphed from Washington that the treaty was safe, Spreckels landed quietly at 

Honolulu and bought half the sugar crop of 1877 before the price responded to the passage of the 

treaty. 

Still, there was more than enough of everything to go around. The treaty would run for eight 

years, and with any luck it would be renewed. The treaty years would surely be the fattest in 

Hawaii’s history. In December, Peter Cushman Jones of C. Brewer & Co. struck a most 

satisfactory balance for his firm and wrote in his account book: “So ends the year 1876, Praise 

God.” 

 

 


