San Juan Islands

It is usually images of New York and San Francisco that are conjured up for me when I think of visiting the U.S.  A few years ago, however, I discovered a very different part of America which I had the good fortune to re-visit this summer.

The San Juan Islands lie off the Northeast corner of mainland Washington and are just a few miles away from British Columbia and Vancouver Island.  Accessible only by air or sea the San Juans enjoy an off-beat island culture where bicycles and kayaks abound, land is still farmed, artists find inspiration, and porpoises, whales, starfish and crabs form the largest neighbouring community.

This archipelago comprises 457 islands, only a handful of which are inhabited.  The four largest, Orcas, San Juan, Shaw and Lopez are serviced by state ferry while the others have to be accessed by private boat or plane.  It is only in the last 20 years or so that tourism has really hit the San Juans; the majority of the tourists remain North American, though, giving the impression that the islands are a jealously guarded national secret.

As the only access is by air or sea and public transport is all but non-existent (hitch-hikers are well looked after), taking your own method of transport (car/bike/motorbike) to the islands is recommended (unless you are sailing around them – a wonderful way to see the San Juans).  Situated in the rain shadow of Vancouver Island, the islands enjoy a sunny and temperate climate. Lakes, hills and endless miles of coast, littered with beautifully bleached driftwood, are endemic to the islands.  There are no traffic lights on the roads and the combination of all this with the slowed-down pace of life makes it feel as if you’ve landed in a 1950s pastoral idyll.

The islands’ inhabitants are a disparate lot.  Amongst them are the locals who now rely largely on tourism to make a living; others who have holiday homes there (these vary from Seattle-based teachers to Hollywood stars who fly in on their private planes – the west shore of Deer Harbour on Orcas has been nicknamed ‘Gold Coast’ as a result of the wealthy ‘part-timers’ who vacation there. Entire islands are privately owned - Gene Hackman, for example, owns an island off Orcas.)  And then there are those who have moved there to live a more gentle existence than that offered by mainland city life.

Despite some of their glamorous visitors, the islands have retained their sense of other-worldliness and quirkiness.  Franciscan nuns run the marina at Shaw; the catchphrase on Lopez is ‘Wave, you’re on Lopez’; the school on Stuart Island (an island which has no electricity or ‘phone service) has won architectural awards and is powered by solar energy alone.

The islands have a rich history. Native Americans fished and clammed amongst them for centuries and there is a long tradition of smuggling – all the coves, bays and caves being ideal caches for alcohol, Canadian wool and even Chinese labourers. (Nowadays the waters are patrolled primarily for drug smuggling.)  The infamous (non-violent) ‘Pig War’ took place from 1855 to 1872 on San Juan Island between the British and the Americans, resulting in the Haro Strait being defined as the boundary between the American and Canadian islands.

Visiting these islands is a typical Pacific Northwest experience in that much of it is about being outdoors.  This is a wonderful area to visit if you enjoy any of the following: kayaking, sailing, swimming (the Pacific here, however, is very cold – I only managed to jump in for a very brief two minutes to have a cursory wash while we were sailing – within 15 minutes of being in the water hypothermia sets in), fishing, crabbing, walking, biking, and observing fauna.  Wildlife abounds – both on land and in the sea.  The largest octopuses and the biggest and fastest sea stars in the world live in the body of water known as Puget Sound.  Deer populate the islands and can sometimes be seen swimming from one island to another.  Bald eagles soar overhead and Orcas and porpoises occasionally appear to accompany boats in their travels.  

If any of this appeals to you, this is a good place to go.  If, on the other hand, you are looking for an urban adventure, in search of clubs and bars, malls and miles of  streets to pound, best head elsewhere. 

An added bonus is that there are small pockets of lesbians and gays dotted around the islands.  Largely in the 35-plus age bracket, they hang out at barbecues at each other’s houses, their kids play with other island kids and, every once in a while there’s a big Pink Potluck at someone’s place.  We drew up next to a jeep in a gas station on Orcas Island one day that sported two bumper stickers: ‘Thelma and Louise live on’ and ‘Towanda!’  Our host, Dan, leant out of his window as we pulled out and asked the white haired woman behind the wheel ‘Isn’t that from ‘Fried Green Tomatoes’?  She smiled, recognising us as family, and said ‘Sure is!’

Getting there:

Fly with BA, Continental and other airlines to Seattle.  From Seattle you can fly from the SeaTac airport with Kenmore Air (www.kenmoreair.com) or San Juan Airlines (www.sanjuanairlines.com).

Alternatively take the Airporter Shuttle (minibus) from Seattle airport (866-235-5247) to Anacortes on the mainland and from there take the Washington State Ferry to Orcas, San Juan, Shaw or Lopez islands.  The ferries also take cars, if you have one at your disposal.

Resources:

Susie’s Mopeds: 800-532-0087 (available on three of the islands)

Gunk-Holing in the San Juan Islands – good book if you plan to sail around the islands.
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