
San Juan is a fertile and beautiful island, 
with a large extent of open prairie land; 
but were it barren and rocky , and intrin
sically worthless , it is of the utmost value 
to Great Britain, commanding as it does 
the channel of communications between 
Vancouver Island and British Colum
bia ... in my opinion, it matters not if all 
the other islands between San Juan and 
the Continent pass to the United States , 
but San Juan is invaluable to our posses
sion; it clearly is ours, both in right and 
in equity, and to yield it to the United 
States would be to depreciate our con
tiguous territory to an extent that some
day might prove fatal to Her Majesty's 
possessions in this quarter of the globe. 

- James Prevost (July 23, 1859) 

f there was anything James Dou
glas hated more than low-grade 
beaver pelts, rot-gut whisky and 
whining British colonists, it was 

American settlers. They were the spawn 
from hell, with their wagons full of quilts, 
stoves, plows and spinning wheels, and 
their dirty children who were certain to 
beget more Americans. They had driven 
his beloved Hudson's Bay Company 
from its Columbia River empire, and if 
he was not vigilant they would do it 
again above the 49th parallel. 

That was the boundary line Great 
Britain and the United States agreed 

----
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upon with the Treaty of Oregon on June 
15, 1846; along the 49th parallel from 
the Rocky Mountains 

to the middle of the channel which sepa
rates the continent from Vancouver Is
land; and thence southerly through the 
middle of the said channel, and of Puca' s 
Straits to the Pacific Ocean; provided 
however, that the navigation of the whole 
of said channel and Straits south of the 
forty-ninth parallel of north latitude re
main free and open to both parties . 

Unfortunately, the people who 
drafted the treaty had lousy maps
maps that did not reveal a significant 
archipelago of 173 named islands and 
islets lying square in the middle of the 
Georgia Strait, the "channel" men
tioned in the document. The Georgia 
Strait splits into two channels: Haro 
Strait to the west and Rosario Strait to 
the east . The British insisted that 
Rosario was the proper boundary be
cause it ran true south and had been 
charted by George Vancouver. As early 
as 1846 British warships regularly used 
the Rosario Strait over the Haro Strait 
as a matter of policy, hoping to re inforce 
the British claim. The Americans coun
tered with Haro, which they contended 
was directly south of the boundary line 
at the 49th parallel. 

The view among the powerful was 
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that the confusion over a few little is
lands on the other side of the world 
would work itself out. Business had never 
been better between Great Britain and 
her former colonies. That same year 
Britain's Corn Laws had been repealed 
while the United States lowered duties 
on manufactured goods. Why should the 
Americans care? They were stomping 
Mexico and would soon take possession 
of the entire American southwest. 

The key word in the epigram above is 
"equity." Royal Navy Captain James 
Prevost, commander of the steam cor
vette HMS Satellite, never wavered on 
the San Juan question in his role as wa
ter boundary commissioner for the Brit
ish government. Set geographical argu
ments aside and he would still believe 
that the San Juans were unquestionably 
British because that is what James Dou
glas believed. 

With the brief exception of the crisis 
period in mid 1859 when the Royal 
Navy intervened, James Douglas was 
the British government north of the 
49th parallel from 1843, when Fort 
Victoria was founded, until he retired 
in 1864. Vancouver Island had been 
conveyed to the Hudson's Bay Com
pany (HBC) by royal grant on January 
13, 1849, which put the "Company of 
Adventurers" in the colony business. 
Hoping to match the tide of American 
immigration, parliament told the HBC 
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