Raccoons!
By John Millen

Once upon a time there were Raccoons on Hornby Island and none on Denman Island. Now it is
the reverse. Let us dig a little.

When Donna House moved to Hornby in the late ‘60s she was impressed seeing the ceiling of
the Panabode cabin in Strachan Valley heavily draped with Raccoon skins stretched to dry. The
tenant, George Stonehouse, was trapping the animals to sell their skins. Later Donna, in back-to-
the-land mode, raised a flock from day-old chicks. She was amazed by the predators attracted by
the young birds. Eagles, mink and a raccoon promptly appeared. One night her household was
jarred awake by piercing screams. Looking out her kitchen window she could see a very big
raccoon tugging at the head and neck of an unfortunate rooster being pulled through the chicken
wire mesh. Donna loaded her .22 rifle and, instructing her 10 year-old son to hold the flashlight,
she opened the door and fired at the raccoon. He had clearly been hit, but nevertheless rambled
away. Traced next morning by blood drips the dead raccoon, huge and obviously aged, was
easily found. Later that morning young Scott Swatez appeared at the door to ask if his mom
could have the raccoon as she wanted it to make a stew. Donna was happy to agree. (Note: The
first edition of The Joy of Cooking, released in 1931, contained a recipe for preparing raccoon.)
Raccoons have not been seen on Hornby since that day and Donna claims she shot the last one of
them.

Going a bit further back we read in Ron Dalziel’s memoir “/¢f was Quite a Performance” about
his trapping of raccoons, mink and muskrats on Hornby in the early 1940°s. When the raccoon
population there increased, annoying the farmers, The Farmer’s Institute provided the teenagers
money to buy batteries for their flashlights to improve their night hunting of raccoons. With .22
rifles the best results were obtained from night hunting on the beaches.

Another insight from Ron Dalziel was his story about a prank on Denman Island. When crossing
the Island by car he dropped two dead raccoons on the road, to look like road kill, knowing that
Denmanites who found them would be horrified to think that raccoons had returned to Denman
Island.

I have no doubt that raccoons were present on Denman Island when the Settlers arrived and that
eventually the farmers found them good to eat but also a nuisance and that they exterminated
them. I am also sure, as are others, that there were no raccoons here when I first came to Denman
in the early 1990’s. A few years later there were reports of raccoons on the southern part of the
Island and in just a few more years they were everywhere.



