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  THE PIG WAR


  The islands of the Pacific Northwest are simply spectacular. The windswept rocky and rugged coastline of the archipelago along the border between the state of Washington and Vancouver, British Columbia, is topped with the dark green spires of Douglas fir, western hemlock, and red berry–laden madrone trees. The forests are spotted with grassy balds where brilliant wildflowers bloom in season. Harbor seals sun themselves along the shoreline, while giant black-and-white orcas playfully breach the surface of the surrounding waters.


  Today, this idyllic landscape is the perfect vacation getaway for those looking to add a little adventure to their lives. Maybe it’s kayaking with orcas, hiking through the beautiful red cedar and hemlock forest at Olympic National Park, or just sitting next to the water’s edge for a stunning sunset, with plenty of peace and quiet. It is a vacationer’s paradise, but it wasn’t always this way. In fact, in the middle of the nineteenth century, one of the islands in the chain, San Juan Island, came as close as it possibly could to being the site of a full-fledged war between two of the world’s great nations at the time—and it was all because of an incident concerning a pig.


  San Juan Island was first inhabited by the Coast Salish peoples over ten thousand years ago, a group of forty independent nations that speak over twenty different languages. Europeans first arrived in the region around 1770, with Spanish explorers looking to expand the territory they already held in Northern California. It was an area that the British had already laid claim to. The overlapping of claims nearly resulted in a war between the two nations, but after negotiations, a peaceful accommodation was reached and official boundaries established. This lasted until 1819, when Spain relinquished all of their land, transferring its share of the Pacific Northwest to the fledgling United States, who established the city of Seattle while the British created the city of Vancouver.


  In 1840, the British government officially added to its empire with the establishment of the Province of Canada, a sprawling collection of territories along a border north of the still-growing United States that stretched from the Atlantic to the Pacific. While most of the territory claimed by Britain was not in dispute, the San Juan archipelago, which consisted of well over 170 islands, was a different story. The largest of the islands, San Juan, was deemed to be of strategic importance to both the United States and Britain due to its location along the Salish Sea, which flowed directly into the Pacific Ocean. Both countries laid claim to the island, and soon thereafter, settlers began moving in.


  In 1845, one of the world’s largest trading companies at the time, the Hudson’s Bay Company—which had established a large string of trading posts across the Pacific Northwest between 1820 and 1850—also laid claim to the island. Up to this point, both American and British settlers had been living together peacefully on the island, but it was becoming apparent that this quiet existence would not last long. A border needed to be established between the United States and Canada. Both countries sat down at the bargaining table, and in short order, hammered out an agreement. The Oregon Treaty, which went into effect on June 15, 1846, established the official border between the two countries: A line of latitude, the 49th parallel, would be the demarcation line. For the most part, this was the perfect solution, creating a long, solid border without having to divide rivers and lakes in half. At least, this was true until the border reached the San Juan Islands.


  The treaty vaguely specified that the border at the archipelago would be in “the middle of the channel which separates the continent from Vancouver Island, and thence southerly through the middle of said channel.” The word hardly describes that passage, because if you look on a map, the San Juan Islands have several channels, including the Haro and Rosario Straits that wind their way around the myriad islands. What was the treaty trying to say?


  In 1851, the Hudson’s Bay Company established a salmon-curing station on San Juan Island, but in 1853, the US government claimed the entire island as part of its growing Washington Territory. In retaliation, the Hudson’s Bay Company, led by Charles Griffin, established a large sheep ranch, the Belle Vue Sheep Farm, on the island’s 1,500-acre coastal prairie that had been previously established and maintained by the Coast Salish people. The farm quickly grew, with over 4,500 head of sheep grazing the grass by 1859, and also boasting thirty-five horses, forty cattle, and, most importantly for this story, forty hogs.


  The farm was an enormous success and Americans took notice. Not only did the success of Belle Vue prove that the island had enormous potential for raising livestock, but basic agriculture could thrive there as well, and the number of Americans on the island started to grow. By late spring of 1859, eighteen Americans had staked claims to land on prime Hudson’s Bay Company pastures. The British government considered these Yanks to be squatters, illegally trespassing and threatening the peace and tranquility of the island, and tensions began to mount between settlers of both nations.


  Up until the summer of 1859, Charles Griffin’s hogs had enjoyed a good life, roaming freely across the island, but in June, one of the hogs crossed into land that was claimed by American Lyman Cutlar. Cutlar found the pig rooting through his potato crop. There was an unsubstantiated report that the two men had a “conversation” about the pig:


  Cutlar: It was eating my potatoes!


  Griffin: Rubbish. It’s up to you to keep your potatoes out of my pig!


  On June 15, Cutlar shot and killed the pig. Presumably feeling some remorse (and that’s only a presumption), Griffin offered Cutlar $10 in compensation for the loss of his pig. That didn’t appease the hog’s owner, who was so outraged that he reported the incident
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