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THE SAN JUAN
DISPUTE

A THRILLING PERIOD
IN U. S. HISTORY
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THE Sn.n Juan dispute forn>-

an interosling chapter n

the h'story ol Northwest
W-^s'^incr^on. mrl is worthy oi

more thnn pj^'^sMipf comment. Tl:o

>-tory of Rnf'li^'h camp, which is

sitnnted on 0-'rn,9,on Bay, on the

northern e.nd of San Juan Island.

1'^ full of rom"">Pce and entries us

b^ck ^0 the days of pioneer life.

ITp'lo the date of the f-^ipnini^' of

ihp Webc^tcr-AsV'burton treaty in

1S42 which d-^ fined the boundary
brtween the American and Brit-

ish possessions in the Northwe^.t
?^^' the forty-.ni^ith parallel of lati-

tude, Gi'e^it B itain had I'dd

claim to all the country at le-i.^l

as far south rs the Columbia
river, and throuo'h the wenkness
of a vacillatine policy at WashiniJ^

ton pvid the privileges of a so-

cnlled "joint occupancy'' she had
been practicallv mistress of the

v^'st territory that was then al'

called Oregon.

'When, on the conclusion of the

treaty of 1842. the great Hudson
Bay. Company were compelled tc

furl their banners, forsake their

great stockaded posts, abandon
their enormous fur trade and
withdraw within the boundaries
of British Columbia, it was sul-

if)i5H;]
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lenly, wrathfuUy, revengfefnll^'

they went. They were in no tern

per to yield one further foot of
land that by any loophole of con-
struction might be still claimed
as British soil.

Now, although the treaty had
defined the boundary line, it was
hi one detail most clumsily ex-
pressed. It provided that the line

after follow<ing the forty-ninth
parallel of latitude to the Gulf of
Georgia, should then run alon^-

"the middle of the channel which
separates the continent from
Vancouver's island** and through
the middle of the Straits of Juan
de Fuca to the Pacific ocean. But
between the continent and Van-
couver Island there is a group of

isknds, the most important of

which is San Juan, and there are
not one but three channels to the
Straits of Fuca. One, the Hare
channel, the largest, most natur-

ally followed and the one un-

doubtedly intended by the treaty

as was later definitely deter-

mined), ran to the west of San
Juan. This the United States

claimed as the boundary and San
Juan as within her exclusive pos-

session. The second, the Rosario

channel, ran to the east of the ar-

chipelago, and Great Britain



claime4 this as the boundary,
which would give her San Juan,

Lopez and all the other islands in

the group. That she had no laiih

in the justice of this claim, how-
ever, was shown bj' her alterna-

tive proposition that the "treaty

channel" was that called the Pres-

ident, a tortuous, obscure water-
way, threading its way through
the midst of the archipelago, but
still leaving San Juan on the

British side of the line.

In 1852, however, the young
Washington territory had a legis-

lature composed of men who thor-

oughly understood their own
minds and were not apt to be

slow or doubtful in claiming their

rights, and this legislature calmly
settled the matter so far as they
were concerned — and perhaps
partly a^ a spur to the easy-going

gentlemen at Washington—by in-

corporating San Juan as part oi

Island county. There being no
settlers on the island at the time,

either British' or American, no as-

sessment was made until 1854, in

which year the Island was placed

by the legislature in the boundar-
ies of the iiewlyi formed county of

Whatcom. But the act was an
assertion of American ownership



that quickly was ' aken ailvantaj^o

of and made real by resolute men.
Undoubtedly the British uov

ernment was alarmed and irritat-

ed by this step, and deterniintHl

to make a move if jmssible to hr\.

ster up its own fraudulent cl^ini

o1 ow.nership. As usu'd it looked

to tlic Hudson Bay Company to

act as its agent in carrying out

this purpose, and never had ii

found that great advance guaid
of its interests mo'e willing and
eager. To baffle the Americans
who had driven it from its ri/li

liold'.gs in Oregon wai> but the
dei^lire of its heart.

In December of 1853 the Hurl-

son B \y Company's st amer Boav-
er left Victoria witii thirteen

hundred sheep, which it proceed
ed to land on San Juan with tlie

herders, in charge of one of their

agents named Charles J. Griffin,

Vv'ho long played an important
p^rt UDon the islr.nd.

Early in 1854 th^ news of this

came to the ears of I. N. Ebey, the
United States coll"c'or of cus-

toms for Puget Sound, a man with
v/ide-open eyes and a determiine:!

American. He car^d nothini*
about the sheep, bnt he cared
everything that the United States



should yield no color or shadow of

ri^ht to the E.itish claim througi.

nejjlcct or acquiescence.

In M'^rch, 1854, he tool; ^vith

him one Henry Webber, a man of

his own caliber, and suddenly av>-

penrod on San Juan, w'ltjre ho

^ont for Griffin to come before

Inm. When that gentleman ap-

l^eared Ebey informed him thnt

ho was a United States customs
collector, that the sheep upon the
i' bnd !^cemed to have carelessly

strayed around the custom houso
instead of through it,, a.nd that he
had come to examine into tlie

matter. Griffin demurred to his

authority, protesting against his

presence and requested his depar-

ture. Mr. Ebey reaStserted hir>

authority, ignored the protest

and politely refused the request

While the discussion wps still

in progress and was approachinji

an uncomfortable degree of heat

new actors appeared ripan the

scene. The Hudson Bay Company
had heard of Ebey's departure for

San Juan, and now there swiftly

approrched the beach the com.-

pany's steamer Otter, bearing his

excellency, the British Governor
Douglas, of Vancouver, and Vice

Collector of Her Majesty's Cus-

toms Sangster. As a boat v^as low-
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ered from the steamer and ap-
proached the beach, Ebey shov/ed
his quick wit by rushing off one
of his men to plant an American
flag which he had brought with
him, on a near-by hill, thus making
the Stars and Stripes the first

of any nation to fly over the dis-

puted territory. As the boat ap-
proaching carried a British flag-

which they had destined to that
very honor, the sight failed to

improve the temper of the occu-

pants.

Vice Collector Sangster ap-

proached Mr.. Ebey and curtly de-
manded wliat he was doing upon
San Juan. Ebey replied that he
was there to do his duty in a part

of the customs district of Puget
Sound, of which he was collector

under the United States govern-
ment. Sangster, in a towering
rage, declared that he would not
only arrest him., but all other Ain-

ericans found on the island, and
that he would even seize any Am-
erican vessel found navigatini^-

any waters west of the Rosario
channel^ This bluff seeming to

impress Mr. Ebey in not the
slightest degree, and he refusing

an invitation to go on board the

Otter for the distinguished honor
of a conference with Gov. Doug-

I
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las, the Otter finally steamed
away, leaving Mr. Sangster with a
constable ajid a boat's crew to

deal with the stubborn and recal-

citrant American.
Ebey could not remain on the

island indehnitely, but he saw
that this was no time to with-

draw any authority, so he ap-

pointed Henry Webber an inspec-

tor of customs, in spite of Sangs-
ter's threat^ to arrest Webber
and take him to Victoria for trial.

The next morning at sunrise Web-
ber was awakened by Griffin, who
solemnly informed him that he
was under arrest. Mr. Webber
laughed at him good-naturedly
and demanded^ to see his warrant.
Griffin not having such an article,

retired but a few hours later the

constable appeared with, an amaz-
ing document which purported to

be a warrant for Webber's arrest,

'^rawn by Griffin himscif, acting

as a Hudson Bay Company magis-
trate.

The constable had his boat's

crew with him and demanded Mr.
Webber's immediate company.
But by this time that gentleman's

patience had evaporated, and he
gave his visitors a rude shock b\-

producing one of the cannon-like

revolvers of those days and re-
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marked that it contained six al-

lopathic doses of lead, all oF

which he proposed to administej-

if his guests did not immediately
remove themselves from his vi-

cinity. The constable promptly
stepped out of range and com-
manded hisicrew to seize the pris-

oner, which they as promptly de-

clined to do. There was an at-

tempt at further parley which
Mr. Webber cut short with a fur
ther convincing demonstration
with hi^ artillery, and the arrest-

ing party retired, to appear later

with a peace offering of a choice

leg of mutton and a proposition

for an indefinite armistice, whicli

Webber graciously acceded to. A
few months latter a sheriff of

Whatcom county appeared upoi.

. the scene and seized and sold son^e

thirty of the Hudson Bay Com
pany s sheep for unpaid taxes un-

der the assessment of that year,

and thus for the time ended tri-

umphantly the Americp.n asser-

tion of authority over tlie island

of San Juan.

Everything remained in tliis

l^eaceful and satisfactory coridi

tion until 1859, except for fre-

quent resignations and changes
among the customs inspectors on

t
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the island becau,sc of the loneli

ness of the post and the occasion •

a 1 Indian incursions, against

which they were almost entirelj.

unprotected.
In the winter of 1859, however,

an incident absurdly trivial in its

inception fanned the smoldering
embers into a blaze which nearly

lighted the torch of war between
two great nations. In that year
there were 29 actual American
settler,s on the island and the
taxes to be collected by the coun-

ty amounted to $935. The island

had grown to be considered indu-

bitably America., A Hudson Bay
officer named Dallas had roaming
about the island a hog t|hat he
claimed to be of pure blood im-

ported stock that had a fondness
for rooting down the fences of

the American settle rsi, who were
wont to speak of him as an un-

speakable, common, old razor-

backed shoat. One of these set-

tlers, in a fit of wrath over the

loss of a promising collection of

"garden truck," shot the brute.

In a few days Dallas appeared up-

on the scene, and though Cutler
agreed to pay for the animal

killed, refused the offer and in-

sisted that Cutler should be ar-

rested and taken to Victoria for
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trial. Cutler was no more moved
by such a bold threat than
Ebey and Webber had been and
the warrant, if one existed, was
never served; but the Americans,
not only on San Juan, but in

Victoria, were roused to the h'gli-

est pitch of wrath at the thought
of a United States citizen bein;;:^

arrested on American soil and
taken to a British port to await
a British trial.

They drew up a memorial recit-

ing the facts of the attempted
outrage and asked the protection

of Dinted states tiroops against

its renewal or any attempt at a

like prosecution on the part of

the British authorities, and for

warded it to Gen. Haniey, then
in command of the Department
of the Pacific. No better man
could have been found to havn
had this matter on liis hands at

this time. To throw American
troops int^o San Juan was a step

from which a timid man world
certainly have shrunk. It wav;

sure to arouse the jealous antag-

onism of Great Britain, and Brit-

ish shipiS and troops in that im-

mediate vicinity outnumbered all

that the United States could pos-

sibly have opposed to them be-

1
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yond all comparison. But Gen.
Har.ney was not a man who Wc>.s

given to close calculation of odds
where honor was at stake. The
very year before he had been in

Utah against the Mormans, and
when just a^ winter was cominp
on he was surrounded by immen-
sely superior forces and implored
to withdraw before he should be
cut to pieces, he had replied:

"Gentlemen, I have orders to win
ter in Utah and I am ijoing to

winter there or in hell."

He responded promptly to the
appeal of settlers by sending to

San J an with orders to stay there

and hold the island a company of

the Ni,nth United States Infan-

try, under the command of G. E
Pickett wh<>se temper at that

t^'me was no less courageous and
iornorant of the hesitation of fear

th^n when he led the immortal
ch.^rge of his brigades to the Con-
federate high-water mark at Get-

tyj^burg.

Pickett, with his iSttle command
landed on San Jua.n in July and
on the same day the British m-an-

of-war Satellite appeared off the

island, and landed Maj. De Gour-

cy as a ^^tipendary magistrate, a

step' that had clearly the object of
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granting British proces,ses against
settlers who were wholly Ameri-
can. Griffin again came to tho
front and threatened Capt. Pick-

ett himself with arrest under the
guns of the Brisish fleet, but this

time met with a reception more
vigorous than considerate. Tiiis

final rebuff seems to have done
Griffin, for hereafter we hear no
more of his threats and bluster,

but on c*he contjrary his house
seems to have become a hospita-

ble rendezvous for years for Brit-

ish and American officers alike,

Buti more exciting days were at

hand. Pickett',s company of 60

men all told, had barely settled

into their comp on the island be-

fore there appeared off the shore

and broadside to their tents the
British men-of-war Tribune of 31

guns and 325 men. Satellite of 21

guns and 125 men. Pickett sent

a message to Steilacoom, where
there was a United States post

and the dilapidated old navy tub
Massachusettsi, with three guns
fit for service and a speed of

about six knots an hour.

Before she could more than get

started for San Juan the British

ship captains announced to ('apt.

Pickett that they would immedi-
ately proceed to land a force oC

i
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500 men. Pickett in the face of
their numbers, the batteries of

their ships and the knowledge
that the British ship of the Uno
Gang-es, with 84 guns and 840
men, was on her way to join the
Ur'itish forces, returned the reply

that he and hi^ men would fight

to the last drop of blood in theni

before a British soldier should set

foot ashore on the island.

On the receipt of this astonish-

ing defiance, Capt. Thornbyof the

Tribune sent a message to Pickett

asking him t|0 come an board his

ship for a conference, but Pickelt

replied that such a meeting must
take place in his tent or not at all.

This almost arogant exhibition of

determination seems to have puz-

zled the British officers and made
them wonder what could lie be
hind it, for they made no move,
and on August 10 the Massachu-
setts lumbered into the harbor
and landed Lieut, Col., Casey with
riine companies of reduced ranks
and dight 32-pound cannon.
Governor Douglas now issued a

sounding proclamation formally

claiming everything in the archi-

pelago and surrounding waters;

for Great Britain. The situation

was critical indeed, for even with
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the reinforcements under Lieut.

Col. Casey, the Americans were
desperately outnumbered, and
the British ships with their 68-

pound guns could remam far out-

side the range of the American
o2s and batter them to pieces or
land their guns and have the lit-

tle army of some 600 Americans
at their mercy.

But Pickett's magnificent dar-

ing and "bluff" had saved the d y.

Both countries were awakened to
the fatal proximity of another
war, a.nd when Gen. Harney ans-

w^ered Gov. DougLis' proclama-
tion with a ringing letter that he
had posted his soldiers on Ameri-
can soil to protect, and that Brit-

ish aggregation must cease» old

Gen^ Winfield Scott hastened to

the scene to meet the British ad-

miral Bayne, and in a few d?^ys

the two old warriors reached the
extraordinary agreement with
reference to which this article

began.
Near Roche Harbor 100 men of

the British Royal Marine light in-

fantry w^ere landed, hoisted their

flag^ built theilr block house and
comfortable quarters and settled

down to await events. Not many
miles south of them precisely 100
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American soldiers built tlieir bar-
racks and fortifications under the
folds of Old Glory.
The greatest civil war of his-

tory muttered, ' broke into the
roar of a devastating whirlwind
iind died away; Prussia thrust
Austria from the map of North-
ern Europe; Italy, after her cen-
turies of political death, was glor-

iously resurrected; the most
splendid, glittering, hollow em-
pire in the world was forever shat-
tered at Sedan, and a great re-

public rose from the blood-soak-
ed ashes of the commune; and
still those 100 offijcerg and men,
under the Stars and Stripes and
the 100 under the cross of St.

George held their lonely posts in

Ihpt far-pff island of the lonely
Northwest.
And when in 1872 old Emperor

AVilliam of Germany decided, as

sole arbitrator, that the Haro
Channel was the boundary arid

that all the islands were Ameri-
cnn, the Yankee bands played out
oi camp the Britiish force, which
left without a murmur of rancor
or hostility.

The property on which English
Camp is located was homesteaded
by William Crook^ and still re-
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mains in the hands of the heirs

of the family.

To mark the two camps so that

their location will .never be lost

to history, the Washington His-

torical Society has erected monu-
ments, inscribed with words that

briefly tell the above story.

V ^
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