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The Pacific guano trade, a “curious episode” among United States over-
seas ventures in the nineteenth century,1 saw exclusive American rights
proclaimed over three scores of scattered Pacific islands, with the claims
legitimized by a formal act of Congress. The United States Guano Act
of 18 August 1856 guaranteed to enterprising American guano traders
the full weight and authority of the United States government, while
every other power was denied access to the deposits of rich fertilizer.2

While the act specifically declared that the United States was not
obliged to “retain possession of the islands” once they were stripped of
guano, some with strategic and commercial potential apart from the
riches of centuries of bird droppings have been retained to this day.

Of critical importance in the Guano Act, from the viewpoint of
exclusive or sovereign rights, was the clause empowering the president
to “employ the land and naval forces of the United States” to protect
American rights. Another clause declared that the “introduction of
guano from such islands, rocks or keys shall be regulated as in the
coastal trade between different parts of the United States, and the same
laws shall govern the vessels concerned therein.” The real significance of
this clause lay in the monopoly afforded American vessels in the carry-
ing trade. “Foreign vessels must, of course, be excluded and the privi-
lege confined to the duly documented vessels of the United States,” the
act stated. Accordingly, the Guano Act of 1856 clearly conferred on the
United States the mantle of empire over the sixty-odd Pacific Islands
and archipelagoes appropriated almost four decades before the dra-
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matic events of 1898. In fact, with Atlantic and Caribbean acquisitions
under the Guano Act, the United States acquired title to some one hun-
dred noncontiguous island territories.3 The sheer number of the acquisi-
tions supports Roy F. Nichols’s argument that the guano trade marked
the “first small beginnings” of the American empire.4

The Aberration Theory

This “curious episode” arose directly from problems with Peru over
Chincha Islands guano,5 and it unquestionably involved the United
States in acquisition of empire overseas long before the end-of-century
incidents that spawned the interminable “aberration” debates initiated
by Samuel Flagg Bemis’s influential study.6 In an elaborate and exag-
gerated metaphor, professors Link and Leary capture the essence of the
“consensus” school with their depiction of the United States “crossing
the Rubicon” in 1898 and launching a “brief and disillusioning flirta-
tion with imperialism,” thereby ending American isolationism.7 Their
thesis that the Spanish-American War brought American “control over
territories and people far from American shores” is itself a critical ingre-
dient in the “aberration” theory. Clearly there was conspicuous enthusi-
asm for the acquisition of these scores of guano islands back in the fif-
ties, notwithstanding their distance from mainland America or the
possibility of potential competition with rival European powers. The
enthusiasm was explicable in terms of the desperate urgency of alterna-
tive sources of a raw material. From 1852 relations with Peru, the
world’s only other source of guano, had simmered uneasily as a conse-
quence of America’s failure to negotiate a cheaper price for the guano,
with war averted virtually at the eleventh hour. Reports in 1855 of
untold treasures in guano deposits on remote Pacific islands fueled
interest in the acquisition of these noncontiguous territories; the actual
American record in the ensuing handful of years is at variance with the
consensus doctrine that 1898 marked a cataclysmic break with Ameri-
can traditions and aspirations. The end-of-century “flirtation” with
imperialism had earlier antecedents: the guano episode was but one fac-
tor. While the protracted “aberration” debate has continued unabated
for over half a century, a recent study by Joseph A. Fry argues with tell-
ing cogency that America’s “territorial grab” at the end of the century
was “not uncharacteristic of prior or subsequent national behavior.”8

Eminent Pacific scholar Ernest S. Dodge has postulated that the
United States “was the slowest of all Powers to take definite political
action in the Pacific, even though Americans had been among the ear-
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liest and most active traders throughout the area following the Cook
voyages.”9 The assertion cries out for rebuttal. There is the unassailable
evidence of American primacy in Hawaii after 1842, the year of de&-
ration of the Tyler Doctrine that any foreign intrusion in the affairs of
“those islands” would result in “a decided remonstrance” by the United
States.10 Hawaii became the linchpin of American Pacific policy and
was destined to assume even greater importance with the acquisition of
a mainland Pacific seaboard.11  There is the insurmountable evidence of
American gunboat diplomacy in China and Japan, of the competition
with the European powers in Samoa, of unequal force applied to Fiji,
and of the constabulary and surveillance role of the United States
Pacific Squadron maintaining a presence in the Pacific precisely in the
fashion of the other powers. All of these suggest deficiencies in Dodge’s
claim as well as in the fundamental Bemis thesis. The American guano
experience also appears to weaken the underpinnings of both proposi-
tions: when the nation required this resource in the 1850s, entrepre-
neurs were encouraged to seek it out, and legislation was swiftly and
decisively enacted to legitimate their actions and relieve a desperate
domestic shortage.

The U.S. Pacific Squadron and Guano

Pacific guano had been of enormous interest to the Pierce administra-
tion since the autumn of 1855, when the president himself received a
report of a deserted Pacific island, later identified as Baker (or New
Nantucket) Island, supposedly rich in guano. With the report from the
American Guano Company was a request that it should be annexed.12

On 20 October, mere weeks later, the United States Pacific Squadron
was ordered to conduct an examination of this uninhabited island. The
naval orders made reference to the “heavy tax” of Peruvian guano to
American farmers and the importance such a find would be to the
American economy.13

Much interest was manifested in New England in these new sources
of the valuable raw material and the possibility of outright acquisition
of the islands. For a brief period in 1852, Webster entertained the
notion of annexing Peru’s offshore Lobos Islands, with the Pacific
Squadron actually instructed to provide the protection of its warships to
American guano hunters engaged in their freebooting enterprises.14

While outright war was averted, the dispute with Peru continued to fes-
ter as the need for the indispensable raw material continued unabated.
On 15 November 1855 the New Bedford Daily Evening Standard
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announced that an American warship had been ordered to “a newly dis-
covered island in the Pacific to protect an American ship master who is
the discoverer of the island, said to contain an immense quantity of
Guano.”15 The newspaper account was well founded, Secretary of the
Navy James C. Dobbin having instructed Commodore William Mer-
vine, then commanding the Pacific Squadron, on 20 October 1855 to
proceed to the island “at the earliest possible opportunity.” Dobbin’s
motive was made perfectly clear in the official instructions: guano was
an “extremely desirable” fertilizer; the price charged by Peru, the
world’s only supplier at the time, was “a heavy tax”; and there were
“few events which would be hailed with more general satisfaction than
a discovery calculated to secure it on reasonable terms to the agricul-
tural interest” of the United States.16

In January 1856 the Daily Evening Standard drew the attention of
merchants to reports that the voyage from San Francisco, Australia,
and other Pacific ports to the eastern United States was “more than a
month shorter via the new guano island than via the Chincha Islands.”17

Even apart from the huge cost of Chincha guano, delays in loading at
both the Chinchas and at Callao, Peru’s seaport, were proving vexatious
to shipowners interested in the speedy return of their vessels under full
cargo.18 The prospect of an American-owned guano island was very
attractive.

On 5 March 1856 the New Bedford Daily Mercury informed its read-
ers of the discovery of “vast deposits” at Baker Island of guano “believed
to be equal to the best ammoniated Peruvian Guano.”19 Even better
news was that it was “under the control of our citizens,” having been
discovered by an American whaler. “The Government has deemed this
a subject of sufficient importance,” the report continued, “to justify an
order to the commander of the Pacific Squadron to detach one of his
vessels to examine and survey the island and its product of guano, and to
protect the owners in their territorial rights.” Also in the article were
details of the American Guano Company, very first in the new field of
endeavor. The company had been floated in New York immediately
after the island’s potential was realized, with a capitalization of $10
million consisting of one hundred thousand shares at $100 par value. Of
these, fifty thousand shares were to be devoted to the purchase of the
island, ten thousand to finance the first expedition sent from the Atlan-
tic the previous August, and fifteen thousand were already sold to the
public. The prospectus envisaged that even half a million tons the first
year would yield a handsome profit, but with the plant in full produc-
tion, some two million. tons per year would be produced. At a price of
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$35 per ton to American agriculturalists, there appeared to be huge sav-
ings on Chincha Island purchases at over $50 per ton. It was confidently
predicted that profit in the first year would be some $4 million.20 The
president of the company was Alfred G. Benson, a New York entrepre-
neur who had been closely involved with the Peruvian guano trade.

In the same edition of the Daily Mercury there was a letter from
George W. Benson, half-brother of A. G. Benson and the special agent
for the American Guano Company, reporting that the Pacific Squadron
was also about to “take possession” of Jarvis Island, some thousand
miles east of Baker Island. Benson noted that the squadron commander
planned to undertake the important mission to Baker and Jarvis islands
in the flagship himself rather than to “trust it to second hands.” Accom-
panying Mervine, with the blessing of Secretary of the Navy Dobbin,
was George W. Benson. Despite the huge support for the new acquisi-
tions in the New England press, within the Pacific Squadron itself there
was much less enthusiasm. On returning to Valparaiso after his tour of
duty westward, Mervine filed his report on Baker Island (confirmed as
New Nantucket) on 30 June 1856.21  It boded ill for the hopes of both
guano gatherers and New England farmers. Unfortunately for Mervine,
inclement weather had prevented any landing on Baker at all, and his
report was based on little more than a strong hunch that no guano in
commercial quantities was to be found. He skipped Jarvis altogether.

Valparaiso, the important consular outpost on the Pacific rim, was
the prearranged port of call for his next naval orders. At the time, the
tours of duty for the handful of American warships in the Pacific Squad-
ron extended along the whole western seaboard of the Americas and
westward to the limits of the China Squadron, maintaining surveillance
over Fiji, Samoa, the Friendly Islands, Tahiti, and of course Hawaii,
the pivot of United States Pacific policy. In Valparaiso, Mervine
received word of the “discovery” of yet another guano island. It was
Jarvis (variously known as Bunker, Volunteer, Jervis, and Brook). His
response was to dispatch Commodore Boutwell (also rendezvousing at
Valparaiso), whose historic mission to Fiji the previous year had seen the
United States involved in full-scale constabulary duties befitting a great
power.22  On that earlier mission to Fiji to “show the flag,” a mission of
enormous significance to subsequent Fijian history, Boutwell had jour-
neyed by way of Panama and Apia, unexpectedly extending his stay in
Panama to quell anti-American rioters demanding a French protector-
ate. On 11 July 1856 Mervine instructed Boutwell to reprovision the
U.S.S. John Adams and cruise westward’ “through the Polynesian
Islands” to the Marquesas, thence to Jarvis Island, “represented to con-
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tain guano,” to obtain full information about “this island, the quality
and supposed quantity of the guano, and the character of the harbor.”23

There was no suggestion of territory grabbing. Mervine simply per-
ceived a different function for his vessels in this distant theater: pro-
tection of American commerce and whalers. Boutwell was instructed
to conclude his exploratory mission to Baker and Jarvis islands (Mer-
vine had probably even anticipated his findings, having visited Baker
Island), then to proceed to Pitt Island in the Kingsmill group, and Hull
Island in the Gilberts to investigate reports of the massacre of crews of
American trading vessels and rumors of the murder of American whal-
ers who had touched there. “You will make a strict enquiry into facts in
each case,” Boutwell was instructed, “and should allegations be true,
you will demand and if necessary enforce the punishment due to the
perpetrators of these outrages, which may prevent their repetition in
future.”24 Boutwell’s report on Jarvis was as unpromising as Mervine’s
had been on Baker. The singularly inaccurate assessments, both catego-
rically unfavorable, are remarkable in view of the quantity and quality
of guano subsequently transported from both islands.

Guano Imperialism

At home, the prospects of winning at a stroke a reduction in the price of
foreign-owned guano and at the same time securing an American-
owned supply exerted much pressure on the Pierce administration. In
March 1856 Secretary of State Marcy was importuned by members of
the Maryland State Agricultural Society to protect American farmers
from the “odious monopoly” of Peru.25  Two months later the American
Guano Company petitioned the Senate to annex “all islands discovered
and settled by Americans, as well as all other islands or lands which
may hereafter be discovered and settled by them, and which contain
guano.”26 Their motivation was not the acquisition of territory; it was
the procurement of the raw material abundant in these scores of Pacific
islands. Simple acquisition of the islands was a swift and decisive solu-
tion to the enormous problems associated with the Peruvian monopoly,
notwithstanding that all were noncontiguous with the mainland United
States. It was of “essential importance,” their preamble declared un-
equivocally, that Congress enact legislation immediately to claim the
American discoveries as possessions of the United States. Nothing short
of outright annexation would satisfy them: not casual or intermittent
occupancy and certainly not “occasionally raising a flag or landing for a
short time on the shore.”27
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They had even anticipated arguments against their case, noting that
the rights to the islands claimed were “in conflict with no other people
or nation” and that without the “power of acquiring property beyond
its original territorial limits” for protection, defense, or commercial
interest, the United States would “present an anomaly among the
nations of the earth.” At the time, the company was particularly con-
cerned with Baker and Jarvis islands, but its agents were assiduously
scouring the seas for other worthy acquisitions.

On 26 May 1856 the question of Pacific guano islands was referred to
the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, and within three months
Congress passed the Guano Act.28  In the ensuing three years more than
fifty Pacific islands were absorbed into the Union, with the pledge of
full military and naval protection. The guano traders themselves appear
to have enjoyed de facto appropriation rights since Baker and Jarvis
islands, the very first acquisitions under the act, had not been formally
acquired by the United States Pacific Squadron until a year later. As a
direct consequence of unabated interest by agriculturalists, shippers,
and the press (particularly of New England, Honolulu, and California),
the Pacific Squadron commander dispatched Commodore Charles H.
Davis to Jarvis once more.29  This time Davis was specifically instructed
to make soundings, examine the quantity and quality of guano, verify
its locality, and make “such hydrographical and barometrical observa-
tions . . . as may be useful to the interest of navigation.” He was further
instructed to carry out the same tasks at New Nantucket (as Baker was
still identified). “You will,” Davis was officially ordered, “in the event
of no conflicting claims appearing, take formal possession in the name
of your government.”30 The seeds of American empire were beginning
to germinate.

On 1 May 1857 the American Guano Company shipped to Boston the
first batch of Baker-Jarvis guano along with samples from Howland,
just north of Baker Island. “The supply of guano upon these islands is
reported as being almost inexhaustible, and of a quality not inferior to
that of the Chinchas,” the Boston Daily Advertiser proclaimed.31 The
extraordinary discrepancies between the reports of the squadron and
the hard evidence of the material already in Boston and New York were
provoking public comment. The Baltimore American asserted that the
Pacific islands were as important as “a new El Dorado,” and, although
they were not literally covered with gold dust, they were covered in
material that “will cover our wasted fields with golden grain.”32 The
pervasive mood appeared to be enthusiastic zeal for these noncontigu-
ous territories, a mood starkly contrasting with the antiexpansionism of
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the later years of the Johnson-Seward administration subsequent to the
acquisition of Midway and Alaska.33

With the completion of the isthmian railway, some Baker-Jarvis
guano was transported across the Isthmus of Panama for national distri-
bution. In August 1857 the Aspasia docked in Boston with ninety tons
from Jarvis that were seen as “the forerunner of a prolific trade in that
quarter,” the guano identified as “fully equal to the best Peruvian.”34

This was the first batch ever transported via the Panama Railway. The
Pacific Squadron, however, attracted criticism for its continuing oppo-
sition to acquisition. “Commander Mervine, it will be remembered,”
the Daily National Intelligencer informed its readers, “pronounced as
worthless whatever guano might be found on Baker Island in conse-
quence of its being saturated by heavy rains.”35 Worse was in store for
Mervine. In April 1858 the Daily Mercury publicly rebuked him for “his
superficial examination and unfounded report” on the islands that
“retarded the progress of a great enterprise, and affected two or three
years’ crops in our country.”36

In February 1858 fourteen shipmasters took pains to rebut the squad-
ron findings, advising the secretary of the navy himself that the Jarvis-
Baker region was “seldom if ever visited by gales” and that neither land-
ing nor loading on the islands presented undue difficulty.37 They also
reminded him that Baker Island was particularly important, apart from
its guano treasures, since it was the traditional post office depot for
American whalers. The shipmasters flatly rejected the navy verdict as in
direct conflict with their own experience. For the hardened mariners,
anchoring outside island reefs and landing by tender were routine oper-
ations, the obtaining of a cargo of guano presenting not half the diffi-
culty they had “often experienced in taking an old and ugly whale.”38

In July 1858 another four hundred tons of Jarvis guano arrived,
prompting the sardonic observation from one newspaper that it had
come from an island where “a Government ship” had “reported that no
guano existed.”39 Another report of the same delivery observed causti-
cally, “The news from the Pacific in relation to the deposits of guano,
which Commodore Mervine could not find, are favorable.”40 With each
shipload from the islands there was a diminution of the importance of
Peruvian guano. One report at the end of July 1858 noted that during
the previous May thirty vessels with over thirty-three thousand tons of
guano had departed from the Chinchas with but slightly over one thou-
sand tons headed for the United States. England had imported eleven
thousand tons and France some six thousand, but already demand in
the United States was dramatically shrinking.41
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In November 1858 the importance of the island guano to the Ameri-
can economy was accorded official recognition with the award of six
thousand dollars, “a present from Uncle Sam,” to both Captain Michael
Baker, discoverer of the island bearing his name, and the estate of the
late Captain Thomas D. Lucas, discoverer of Jarvis.42 There were
numerous references at the time to the new American industry. The
John Marshall had recently carried a second load of five hundred tons
from Jarvis, and the White Swallow was about to leave with twelve
hundred tons. AS well, two vessels, “each with 1200 tons of the fertil-
izer, were already on their way to New York.”43 There were also indica-
tions of expanding American influence in the Pacific associated directly
with the trade; Apia, for example, was a reprovisioning stop before the
long haul home via Cape Horn. As one correspondent put it in Novem-
ber 1858, the Jarvis Island enterprise had opened up “one more depot at
which the commerce of the Pacific may rendezvous, and procure car-
goes of this valuable article.”44

By April 1859 some forty-eight islands had been appropriated, over
twenty believed to contain “large deposits,” while on the six largest--
Jarvis, Baker, Howland, Christmas, Malden, and Phoenix islands--
there were reported to be huge quantities of varying quality.45 To these
could be added Johnston Island, southwest of Honolulu, French Frigate
Shoals, northwest of Honolulu, and Elide Island, off the Mexican coast.
Elide was “nominally owned by the Mexican Government” but recog-
nized by 1859 as “effectively owned by a company of American citizens
who are now engaged in shipping large quantities of this valuable
deposit.”46

Contemporary American attitude to the Pacific policies of rival Euro-
pean powers can be glimpsed in public comments about the tiny island
of Clipperton, a thousand miles west of Mexico. This rocky outcrop,
surrounded by treacherous shoals, posed a navigational hazard for ves-
sels plying between California and Peru (or Chile) and had been viewed
as a potential prize during the enthusiastic quest for guano islands after
1856. When France “proclaimed to the world” its ownership of the
island in 1859,47 Americans angrily denounced the government for
allowing the prize to be grabbed by a foreign power. “Why don’t our
Government announce their sovereignty over those Guano islands
which our citizens have discovered?” In Massachusetts the Daily Eve-
ning Standard demanded to know in February 1859:

By and by we may find ourselves not only dependent upon
Peru, but France and England also, for guano. It would look
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well by and by to have the farmers of the United States pay $20
to $30 a ton royalty, for that which they might have had for
nothing. It will give them a high opinion of the forecast of our
rulers. The time may come when some of our whale ships
would like the chance to buy cargoes of guano at low price, and
make $20 to $30 a ton freight on it home.48

The Guano Annexations

An inside account of the early days of the industry and a detailed
account of the rigors of sail are provided by one master of an American
Guano Company vessel in 1859.49  Having left San Francisco on January
19, he arrived in Honolulu nine days later and, after spending four days
in hiring thirty-five Hawaiians as laborers, set sail for Jarvis. Twenty-
two days out of San Francisco, he reached Jarvis. According to him, the
Hawaiians were “the best kind of laborers, being quiet and good strong,
fellows to work.” On Jarvis, his vessel discharged six hundred tons of
ballast, replacing it with fifteen hundred tons of guano loaded in the
three weeks spent there. “There was no day while we were there that
they could not boat off guano,” he wrote. On this trip, Charles H. Judd,
unofficial company “governor” of Jarvis, made the visit as well. Judd,
chamberlain at the Hawaiian royal court, was the son of the celebrated
Dr. Gerrit Parmele Judd, the missionary physician who had become an
influential member of King Kamehameha III’s cabinet.50 Dr. Judd and
his wife had arrived in the Sandwich Islands in March 1828, with the
third company of missionaries, to commence his own personal crusade
--taking extensive trips on remote mountain trails and “looking after
the sick and studying local diseases.”51 In August 1859 the Daily Mer-
cury reported: “Dr. Judd and his sons, who manage the [Jarvis] opera-
tions, are on the high road to wealth. People do not regret this as the
Doctor is an able and public-spirited man, whose interests are thor-
oughly identified with the prosperity of the Sandwich Islands.”52

Three years earlier, in December 1856, Charles H. Judd and Arthur
Benson (son of Alfred G. Benson) had forced the hand of the Pierce
administration by demonstrating that Baker, Jarvis, and Howland
islands “could be landed on” and contained high-quality guano, con-
trary to the perception conveyed in reports by the Pacific Squadron.53

By the beginning of 1859 three other American companies had joined
the American Guano Company in the Pacific guano trade: the U.S.
Guano Company (with headquarters in New York), the Phoenix Guano
Company (based in Honolulu), and the Pacific Guano Company (from
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San Francisco). The U.S. Guano Company had shipped only samples
from its claims, which included Malden, Christmas, Howland, and
Arthur islands, plus a score of others. The Phoenix Guano Company
owned the Phoenix Group (hence the name of the company): McKean,
Phoenix, and Enderbury islands. The Pacific Guano Company was the
smallest, its major claim being Johnston Island.

Howland was one of the few to provoke a dispute amongst the Ameri-
can companies themselves. Lying just north of Baker, it was originally
claimed by the American Guano Company along with Jarvis and Baker,
but since formal title had never been registered and the island had never
been worked, the State Department registered Howland to the U.S.
Guano Company in 1860. In 1868 this company sold Howland to an
English company, thereby terminating its own traffic between Hono-
lulu and Howland. The transaction in Pacific real estate between a pri-
vate American company and a British counterpart suggests that How-
land, substantially exhausted of its guano, was of little interest to the
State Department at the time. Remarkably, with the apparent aban-
donment of the island by the British operators, Howland was once
again claimed by the United States in a 13 May 1936 executive order by
President Franklin D. Roosevelt placing it under the jurisdiction of the
secretary of the interior.54 Authority for the action was vested in the
Guano Act of 1856.55

The United States Guano Company began operations in 1858 with
the appropriation of its four main islands. Christmas Island was
reported to be “covered in guano from one to ten feet deep,” and since it
was about forty miles long by fifteen miles wide, its annexation was a
reason for exultation. An added bonus was its capacious “land-locked
harbor in a lagoon” where hundreds of ships could lie at anchor and
“thousands of boats work at once in loading them.” The Boston Daily
Journal applauded the government for its wisdom in “appropriating
treasures of this sort.”56 Unfortunately, Christmas Island failed to live
up to the extravagant expectations. During the Civil War the Pacific
guano trade languished, and the Americans withdrew from Christmas
Island. Since it was unoccupied and since it had been discovered by
Captain Cook in 1777, the British government considered it as accruing
to the Crown and granted to a Dr. Crowther of Tasmania license to dig
and sell guano from the island. The venture was doomed to failure,
however, as the euphoric reports of vast deposits proved groundless, and
Dr. Crowther’s license was revoked by the British government in 1869.

Christmas Island, located in the group sometimes referred to as the
Washington group, had long been known to American mariners, even
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drawing from the United States Pacific Squadron commander in 1842
the recommendation that neither the Sandwich Islands nor the Wash-
ington group should ever be allowed to fall into foreign hands. Thomas
ap Catesby Jones (1790-1858) was twice commander of the Pacific
Squadron, from 1842 to 1843 and from 1847 to 1850, having been
relieved of the command on the first occasion in order to conciliate Mex-
ico over his indiscretion in taking possession of Monterey in Alta Cali-
fornia. He had actually been the first choice in 1836 to head the United
States Exploring Expedition eventually led by Charles Wilkes.57 Earlier,
in 1826, when the Pacific Squadron duties concentrated largely on pro-
tecting the western flank from Tierra del Fuego to the Columbia River,
Jones had been entrusted with negotiating the first treaty of friendship
with the king of Hawaii. By 1842 the American squadron was vigilantly
monitoring the other powers, Jones himself reporting that a huge
armada of French warships had just sailed from Valparaiso, “destina-
tion altogether conjectural,” possibly New Zealand, the Sandwich.
Islands, the Marquesas, or even California. Jones suspected that the
French target was “the Calafornias [sic] . ” 5 8

Whereas it was not until 1858 that the United States formally
annexed Christmas Island, Fanning Island in the same group had been
claimed by Great Britain one year earlier. In 1859 the American Guano
Company appropriated Palmyra Island (also known as Samarang) in
the Washington group. Palmyra was subsequently annexed by the King-
dom of Hawaii in 1862, when the American Guano Company had
exhausted its guano supply. In 1872 Commander Meade of the U.S.S.
Narraganset formally reclaimed the unoccupied Christmas Island, and
the United States subsequently signified its intention to retain posses-
sion. In 1879 the British ambassador in Washington sought to ascertain
whether the United States had abandoned its claim to the island, as a
British concern planned to resume guano mining. Secretary of State
Evarts was unequivocal: Christmas Island had been an appurtenance of
the United States since 11 May 1857.59

Malden Island was acquired by the U.S. Guano Company in 1859
but appears to have been worked but intermittently. Known also as
Independence Island, it possessed “a good anchorage,” and initially it
was promoted as able to make immediate shipments of guano.60 Just
three months after the incident at Fort Sumter, an advertisement in
New England offered unlimited supplies of Malden guano, but either its
supplies were rapidly exhausted or marketing the guano proved unvia-
ble, and the company holding was abandoned.61 In October 1861 the
Boston Evening Transcript reported discovery of the “remnant of a
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small town” on the island, supposedly “a stopping place for the bucca-
neers three centuries ago.”62

The third enterprise engaged in the trade was the Phoenix Guano
Company, whose operations centered on the islands due north of the
Samoas. It formally entered the trade at the end of 1858, chartering a
schooner to hunt out its own empire and claiming Starbuck (also known
as Barren or Starve), Phoenix, Enderbury, Burnie, and McKean
islands.63 As well, the company claimed Canton (also known as Mary or
Mary Balcout or Swallow), Hull, Sydney, and Gardner islands. Ender-
bury was the most lucrative of these; some twenty-five laborers,
equipped with huts, water, and food supplies, were working there by
May 1859.64 Two months later there were twenty-nine. Honolulu
expected to “reap no small benefit from this rapidly increasing guano
trade.”65

McKean, too, was profitable, its first shipment of twelve hundred
tons reaching New England at the end of January 1860 and evoking the
observation that the Phoenix islands were “a mine of wealth to the lucky
owner.”66 Already a wooden railroad had been constructed on McKean,
and the guano was conveyed from the diggings in cars drawn by horses
or mules. At home it was proclaimed that McKean was a desert “with a
soil so rich that a small portion of it stimulates to the highest degree of
fertility the land on which it is sprinkled.”67 Its reserves were calculated
at some hundred thousand tons. Enderbury, with a permanent colony
of laborers, was worked by the company until its abandonment in 1878.

In March 1859 Johnston Island was formally claimed by the newly
formed Pacific Guano Company, a corporation formed in California to
ship guano direct to the west coast,68  almost immediately involving the
United States in brief conflict with the fledgling government of the
Kingdom of Hawaii. Standing alone one thousand miles southwest of
Honolulu, Johnston was visited three months later by a vessel bearing
the flag of Hawaii. The American flags and crosses symbolic of Ameri-
can ownership were torn down, and the land was reclaimed in the
name of King Kamehameha IV and Hawaiian sovereignty reasserted. It
was but a trifling footnote to history, the parlous state of Hawaii’s own
independence in the late 1850s rendering futile such a gesture, and the
Pacific Guano Company proceeded without interruption to market the
guano. Boston’s Daily Mercury lauded the acquisition of Johnston
Island, emphasizing how “singularly fortunate” the nation was to have
“obtained the lion’s share in these valuable islands.”69

Before the year was out, huge improvements had been effected at
Johnston Island, now shown to be really two islands, one about fifty
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acres in size and the other about thirty.70 Guano was estimated to be
about three to four feet deep on the larger island on which a wharf,
some five hundred feet long, had been built along with a railroad track
to the diggings. The conflict over ownership was speedily resolved when
the company was able to prove to the United States attorney general
that its ownership had been “actual, continuous, exclusive” from the
time of its discovery.71

By far the most important of all guano annexations was Brooks
Island, or Midway, actually two large islands (each about four or five
miles long by two wide) and a small island. Captain V. C. Brooks came
across the islands in 1859 on a routine sealing voyage and formally took
possession on the basis of guano found there as well as on account of the
superior “advantages for a coaling port” on the line from California to
China.72 It was but another routine guano acquisition until May 1867,
when Allan McLane, president of the Pacific Mail Steamship Company,
requested that the Navy Department undertake proper surveys of the
chain of islands stretching westward of Hawaii on the direct trade route
to China and Japan.73  Secretary of the Navy Welles swiftly concurred,
instructing Rear Admiral H. K. Thatcher, commanding officer of the
newly created North Pacific Squadron, to take possession of the “small
island having a good harbor and safe anchorage,” making a complete
and accurate survey at the same time.74  Captain William Reynolds of
the U.S.S. Lackawanna was entrusted with the task. His official report
to his squadron commander captures the pomp and pageantry of this
formal extension of American empire in the mid-Pacific on 28 August
1867: “Having previously erected a suitable flagstaff, I landed on that
day, accompanied by all the officers who could be spared from the ship,
with six boats armed and equipped, and under a salute of 21 guns, and
with three cheers, hoisted the national ensign, and called on all hands to
witness the act of taking possession in the name of the United States.”75

Aware of the historical significance of the occasion, Reynolds added
that it was “exceedingly gratifying” to him to have been involved “in
taking possession of the first island ever added to the dominion of the
United States beyond our own shores.” Was Reynolds unmindful of
those other guano islands already appropriated? “I sincerely hope that
this will not be the last of our insular annexations,” he concluded. There
was no indication in his words of dismay that the American way had
been subverted, nor of abhorrence of the notion of empire. Nor had that
later repugnance toward the annexation of noncontiguous territories
revealed itself during the entire guano experience. On the contrary,
there had been a deliberateness about the whole guano policy, based as
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it was on the inexorable domestic pressure for the fertilizer, wholly at
odds with the fundamental thesis of the “accidentalists.”76 Most of the
guano islands had been appropriated for their deposits of urgently
needed raw material. Midway (or Brooks) Island was annexed for other
advantages clearly and rationally perceived at the time. The Peruvian
experience had unquestionably fathered the notion that American-
owned guano islands would solve the host of disputes involved with for-
eign-controlled resources, and the United States had simply begun to
compete vigorously in the Pacific market. Manifest destiny was virtu-
ally irrelevant as an issue in this “curious episode” of the 1850s that saw
a dramatic assertion of American influence in the Pacific theater. The
New York Times, which applauded the acquisition of Midway, observed
in 1868: “Our interests and our importance in the Pacific are looming
up. They have gained enormously by the acquisition of Alaska, and they
would gain still more by the possession of Lower California.”77 For the
New York Times, the day was not far off when the United States would
“become the great commercial and controlling and civilizing Power of
the Pacific.”78 At that very time, it was certainly one of the great
powers.

Conclusion

The involvement of the United States with the Pacific guano islands did
not end with the exhausting of the guano deposits; the underlying ques-
tion of sovereignty continued well into the twentieth century. When
ownership of Clipperton was contested in 1935, the principles of discov-
ery and symbolic annexation were enunciated to decide in favor of
France.79 The award relied not on French discovery of Clipperton in
1857 but on the symbolic act of annexation in 1858. Kingman Reef and
Johnston Island were placed under the direction of the United States
secretary of the navy by executive order on 29 December 1934. The jus-
tification was the Guano Act of 1856. On 13 May 1936 Jarvis,
Howland, and Baker islands were placed under the jusrisdiction of the
secretary of the interior, again by presidential order by virtue of the
powers of the Guano Act. Canton and Enderbury islands were similarly
entrusted to the jurisdiction of the secretary of the interior by executive
order of 3 March 1938. All of these confirmations of possessory rights
were ratified by Congress on 25 June 1938.80 Added legitimacy, if it
were indeed required, was furnished by deliberate colonization of some
of these deserted islands now beginning to attract outside interest in
view of a strategic usefulness. On these, “permanent” residents were
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landed to legitimize occupation. On Howland, Jarvis, and Baker
islands, four men were landed by the United States Coast Guard to
serve as “permanent population.”81 Moreover, buildings, including a
lighthouse on Baker, were erected as evidence of permanent occupancy.
On Canton, which was assuming special significance as a mid-Pacific
landing and fueling depot for Pan-American Airways, an airstrip was
constructed, and Hawaiians were landed as “permanent residents.”
Howland, too, was given its own airstrip, its initial moment of fame
occurring in 1937 with the planned but never achieved stopover of
renowned aviators Amelia Earhart and Fred J. Noonan during their
doomed around-the-world flight. Johnston Island was occupied in 1934
for defensive purposes, with a seaplane base built soon after. Today the
island enjoys a dubious distinction as repository for chemical munitions
and poison gases.

The roots of American empire can even today excite spirited debate
amongst historians,82 but the United States still retains sovereignty over
Pacific islands acquired under the Guano Act of 1856. Midway is a spe-
cial case, having been recognized from 1867 to be of critically strategic
and commercial importance as a coaling station, but Howland, Baker,
Jarvis, Johnston, and Palmyra islands along with Kingman Reef were
recognized for intrinsic value apart from guano only in the 1930s. The
new nation of Kiribati exercises ownership of most of the former guano
islands, but the United States today retains unchallengeable possessory
rights to these others. In a critical test case, the United States Supreme
Court determined that Navassa, a Caribbean guano island, was “within
the exclusive jurisdiction and possession of the United States,”83 a judg-
ment confirming the view of the U.S. attorney general in 1925 that “the
sovereignty and jurisdiction of the United States attached to the terri-
tory embraced in the guano islands, as appeared from the list of bonded
islands issued by the Treasury Department.”84 In the 1850s, in the
remote Pacific Ocean, part of today’s United States was born.
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