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Praise for the Swimming Pigs of Exuma


“The Bahamas is famous for sun, sand—and swimming pigs.”


—National Geographic


“If you make it down to The Exumas, a trip to Pig Island is a must. It had been on my bucket list for a very long time, and it was even better than I could have imagined.”


—The Londoner


“As your boat approaches Big Major Cay, you’re awoken from this daydream by some rather boorish inhabitants: loud, snorting pigs paddling out to greet you like a jolly bunch of golden retrievers rushing to the door when their owner finally gets home from a long day of work.”


—Travel & Leisure


“The Bahamas, an alluring chain of islands surrounded by luminous turquoise waters, is an ideal place to bask in the bright Caribbean sun or snorkel with rainbows of fish. Turns out it’s also the best place in the world to hit the sands with some rather unusual local beach bums: swimming pigs.”


—Lonely Planet’s Marvels of the Modern World


“People want this semi-wild, unpredictable pig experience and can become unbelievably and uproariously happy, despite the fact that they probably ate bacon and eggs for breakfast.”


—New York Times Magazine


“The pigs are now celebrities, from fans posting on Instagram, visits from celebrities ranging from Donald Trump Jr. to Bella Hadid, and an appearance on ABC’s The Bachelor.”


—CNBC


“They don’t fly, but swimming pigs are quite famous. From posting with celebs like Amy Schumer, to appearing on the bachelor and the Angry Birds trailer, and they are even featured in a documentary.”


—NBC’s Today Show


“Everyone from Amy Schumer to Jennifer Lawrence and Johnny Depp have visited the remote island in the Exumas, where the now Insta-famous pigs spend their days swimming in the clear, warm Caribbean Sea and waiting for their celebrity fans to visit. Their fame even means they’ve graduated from social media to music videos—appearing in Pitbull’s video for ‘Timber’—so basically: we give it a year until these fame-hungry pigs are on Celebrity Big Brother.”


—Heat World
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For Lydia and Sofia—
Pigs can fly
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I am fond of pigs.


Dogs look up to us.


Cats look down on us.


Pigs treat us as equals.


—Winston Churchill
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Foreword


The Pig Complex
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When author T. R. Todd asks, “Is there more to this pig than meets the eye?” he is referring to a conversation in the famous E. B. White children’s classic Charlotte’s Web. But he could also be talking about an age-old dilemma that humans have faced since the beginning of time: how do we look any animal in the eye, think how remarkable they are, even attribute to them the same kind of emotions that we feel, and then turn around and have a piece of that very same type of animal for breakfast or dinner?


In this little gem of a book, Todd tackles the tough questions in a way that first invites us to wander with him, then reels us in willingly, almost hypnotized as we meander through the maze of sorting out our true feelings about what animals mean to us and what their rightful place in the world is.


It is more than an interesting read; it is a fascinating exploration.


But it’s also flat-out funny, an entertaining read about one of the most unusual phenomena in tourism history. What makes this book so intriguing is that Todd started with a subject that on the surface seemed simple, the swimming pigs of Exuma. He takes this amusing topic—a surprising tourist attraction that has lured tens of thousands from all over the world to a remote island in the Bahamas—and treats it with such depth that he transforms it from a fun little read into a study of human and animal behavior.


Pigs of Paradise should be read on several levels. First, it is an example of how fresh ideas come from fresh eyes. A small group of pigs on an island in the Exumas did what everyone does on small islands in warm climates—they frolicked in the water. A few boaters who traveled these waters knew about it and were amused. Residents of a nearby island knew about it. But it wasn’t until a foreigner with an eye for the intriguing realized that it could be much more, bigger than just about any single non-hospitality–based phenomenon in Bahamian history, bigger than swimming with sharks or applauding the marching flamingos—all just as interesting, if not more so, but never promoted with the same kind of gusto as the swimming pigs were. They had their own movie, thanks to the same gentleman. They went from being fun for a few to being featured on big and small screens, on smartphones and in smart conversations in dozens of languages.


On another level, the book explores the human connection, in treatises with experts, in Yale studies and even in a Make-A-Wish dream come true for an ailing child whose only desire was not to meet the princesses at Disneyland, but swim with the pigs.


On yet a third level, Todd asks us to make the decision. Is there more to this pig than meets the eye? Is Pigcasso an artist who can sign paintings with his snout? Is this the center of attraction for a nation that depends on tourism as its major economic engine? Avid swimmer or not, is it a beast that will inevitably become bacon for breakfast and pork chops for dinner? Or is there a deeper meaning that connects us with the animals of the world and brings us joy when frolicking with them in a warm sea?


Todd does not preach, nor does he make that decision for you. It will be yours to make, and I, for one, will be curious to see your response.


Diane Phillips


Diane Phillips is a Bahamian writer whose work has been translated into multiple languages. Among other appointments, she is a former board member of the Bahamas Humane Society, executive director of the Nassau Tourism and Development Board, executive director of the Duty Free Promotional Board, and a board member of the Historic Bahamas Foundation. Diane is also the founder of Diane Phillips & Associates in Nassau, Bahamas.
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CHAPTER 1


The Land before Pigs


[image: image]


In the middle of paradise, with billionaires and celebrities for neighbors, there is an island populated only by pigs. For several million dollars, you can buy an island here. But the pigs live rent-free.


The Exuma chain of islands, otherwise known as an archipelago, is among the most beautiful and exclusive in the world. All in a row, running in a southeastern direction for 130 miles, these 365 idyllic islands have been home to native tribes, an escape for American loyalists after the Revolutionary War, a haven for pirates, a hideout for drug lords, and, more recently, the tropical Hamptons of the super rich.


The islands of the archipelago are in close succession; you can often toss a shell to the next cay in line. The cluster acts as a kind of dam, a giant cleaver cleanly splitting two radically different water worlds in two. On one side, to the east, the world drops off a dark cliff. Known as Exuma Sound, this colossal trench, the dark domain of giant sea creatures, plunges more than six thousand feet into the earth. Meanwhile, to the west, it’s as if the sun flips a switch. The entire ocean lights up in an electric blue, so clear you can see the pink on a conch shell as your boat races above the ocean floor.


The shades of this phosphorescent swimming pool are endless: navy, baby, periwinkle and turquoise, finally ending in milky white. Words are cheap when you try to describe the water.
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The Question Mark Sandbar, seen in the distance, lies between Little Farmer’s Cay and David Copperfield’s Musha Cay. This sandbar is one of hundreds, if not thousands, which appear for only a few hours each day along the Exuma archipelago. Credit: T. R. Todd.


I have seen thousands of photographs of this magical place. Nothing compares to the natural lens of your eye.


The hue often matches the depth: the darker the blue, the deeper the water. And these depths vary drastically, often in the most unusual ways. The blues are dizzying, splashed together like an impossible impressionist painting, swirling, chaotic yet harmonious at the same time. The sheer intensity of color elicits the most ridiculous metaphors, as if someone poured an ocean full of antifreeze, or perhaps bright blue Kool-Aid, among this range of islands made of limestone and coral.


The Exumas, unlike some places in the Caribbean and South Pacific, were not created by the violent explosions of volcanoes, but rather by the restless movements of wind, ocean, and earth over millions upon millions of years.


There is a reason why pirates, American loyalists, and infamous drug lords found this place. With hundreds of islands, thousands of coves, and a labyrinth of water depths, it was a great place to hide. But I think they stayed for beauty. Fast-forward a few hundred years: it makes sense that many of the world’s billionaires and celebrities chose this place for their private sanctuaries, accessible only by yacht or private plane.


Look at Exuma’s biggest fans, and you’ll understand why you’ve probably never heard of it. Those who discovered Exuma didn’t want her to be found.


And then along came a pig—a swimming pig, to be exact—which is where, my friends, our story begins.
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The islands of Exuma, among other places in the Bahamas, were originally inhabited by the Lucayans, the first people Christopher Columbus and other explorers would have encountered in the Americas. Sadly, after the subsequent arrival of the Spanish in the late-fifteenth and early-sixteenth centuries, the Lucayans either died off from disease or were removed from the island and cast into slavery.


During this Age of Discovery, explorers would often carry livestock on their great ships to survive the long voyages. The first pigs, sheep, horses and cows set hoof on the Exuma cays around this time. In Abaco, for example, Christopher Columbus and other explorers left horses, which in 2002 were officially recognized as the descendants of the Spanish Barb, a royal breed of horses.


Some of the other types of animals—such as goats, sheep and pigs—may have been marooned from a shipwreck, whereas other animals would have been left on remote islands to fend for themselves—a much-needed meal the next time you came sailing through.


There wouldn’t have been much else on the menu. Exuma is paradise on Earth, with an underwater world teeming with just about any sea creature imaginable. Above, on land, life in Exuma is limited to land crabs, giant iguanas, and nonpoisonous snakes. In fact, animal life is so sparse on land that the iguanas would become a steady source of protein for many generations to come.


The Bahamas, a country blessed with many exotic forms of marine life, has never been known for animals on dry land—that is, until the pigs came along.


Although they do swim. I suppose it all makes sense in the end.


It was during the next hundred or so years that the Exumas gained its reputation as a hideout for pirates. Just off North America, on the doorstep of the Caribbean, here was an intricate maze of islands that only the most cunning scallywags could navigate without running ashore. A pirate’s life, to be sure. Those incredible shades of blue, though a source of astounding beauty today, were warning signs and traffic signals for the pirates and privateers of the day, signifying various water depths and the areas to either sail through or avoid.
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Exuma, comprising 365 islands and cays in close succession, is famous for its various shades of clear, blue water. To the right, the water of Exuma is a shallow, phosphorescent swimming pool of perfectly clear water. On the left, the “Exuma Sound” trench plunges up to 5,000 to 6,000 feet. Credit: T. R. Todd.


This history of piracy and, let’s be honest, Exuma itself made for both an authentic and spectacular backdrop when Pirates of the Caribbean filmed here—twice. Johnny Depp, the star of the films, loved Exuma and its people so much, he bought an island after the filming.


The pirate most notoriously linked with the Exumas, however, is not the fictional character Jack Sparrow, played by Depp, but rather Captain William Kidd—or Captain Kidd for short. Captain Kidd’s reputation could not be more appropriate: like the pigs, everything in Exuma is rather complicated and defies expectation. Was he a Scottish privateer or a ruthless pirate? There are plenty of historians who sit squarely on both sides of this fence, with evidence to back up both claims.


What did him in? The tales tell of escaped prisoners and a mutinous crew. In a fit of rage, so the story goes, Captain Kidd reportedly bashed a crewman’s skull with an ironbound bucket to settle an argument. When he was on trial back in England years later on charges of piracy, it was the testimony of former crewmen who witnessed this murder that sealed his fate with the gallows on May 23, 1701.


Captain Kidd’s body was gibbeted, or hung in a cage, over the River Thames as a warning to other pirates, while providing food for some of the local wildlife. Many historians disagree on how Captain Kidd was depicted and believe his trial was politically motivated in Britain.


What we know for sure is Captain Kidd, who traveled all around the world for his exploits, used Exuma and Elizabeth Harbour as his hangout.


“Kidd used to anchor his boat over on Stocking Island and come into Kidd Cove,” says Captain Jerry Lewless, who runs the outfit Captain Jerry Tours.


“It’s called Regatta Point now, but that was Kidd Cove, back in the day.”


Elizabeth Harbour, one of the largest protected harbors in the world, is just off Great Exuma, an island measuring more than forty miles long—a perfect refuge on the fringe of the Caribbean.


Captain Jerry has a different explanation for Kidd Cove.


“He had the common sense to come to a place so beautiful,” he says with a smirk.


He may have a point. Today, thousands of boats anchor in Elizabeth Harbour every year, often crowding around Stocking Island and the Chat ‘N’ Chill beach bar, which famously holds—you guessed it—a pig roast every Sunday.


Captain Jerry likes to say he was born on a reef and raised by a shark, and I suppose, if you like to deal in metaphors, that is mostly true.


The real story? He was born in his grandfather’s bedroom, which, according to the captain, is the original marker for the Tropic of Cancer. He declares himself a “full Cancerian,” born on the first of July.


I’ve never been able to find out exactly how old he is; his skin looks as tough as an Exuma lizard’s scales from countless hours in the sun. I would imagine he has to be at least in his seventies, but he struts with the swagger of a young man, always wearing his trusty white hat with a droopy brim and colorful blobs of color on top.


He can haul an anchor from the ocean floor back onto his boat with ease and often sports a small crinkled grin on one side of his mouth (when he’s in a good mood), like he knows something you don’t.


His mother was known as the “shark lady,” and she came by her name honestly. With an anchor on the end, she fashioned a long piece of chain into a snare of sorts, placing smaller chains with hooks along the length of it. The shark lady used stingrays for bait. When the sharks bit the rays and got ensnared, fought, and died, she would haul them ashore and use the vertebrae for jewelry. Not a single part of the animal went to waste. She’d use the meat and the skin for fertilizer for plants and fruit trees. The teeth she’d also use for jewelry—”But not the ones with cavities,” the captain says with his grin.


Captain Jerry will play an important role in our story of the swimming pigs—but more on that later.


Suffice it to say, the captain is a rare breed, more caricature than character, tracing his lineage in Exuma back some six or seven generations to the American Revolution, when his ancestors first came to these shores in the late eighteenth century.


Many years before the revolution, African slaves had been brought to the Exumas as part of the British slave trade, originating mostly from Barbados and Bermuda. The “explosion” of population in Exuma occurred in the late 1700s, when thousands of British loyalists escaped America and brought their slaves to these islands.


It was at this time that the loyalists established the Exumian capital of George Town, named in honor of the British monarch George III. Exuma, but really the Bahamas at large, began to emerge as a vibrant British colony, with the island of New Providence, and the capital of Nassau, as its epicenter.


“The story of Exuma is in many respects the story of the loyalists,” says Cordell Thompson, a local historian on Exuma. “They established the five major cotton plantations, and from there Exuma just grew.”


It was also during this time that the first agricultural projects were taking place on the southern islands of Exuma and Long Island. Goats, sheep, and pigs boarded boats and headed to the slaughterhouses of Nassau, to feed the bulk of the region’s population. Captain Jerry believes that some of those boats would have wrecked or run ashore along some of the Exuma islands, forcing some of the animals to fend for themselves.


“That’s one of the first parts of how all of this stuff originated,” he says. By far the most well-known loyalist was John Rolle, the British lord and Member of Parliament, who was a powerful landowner on the main island of Great Exuma. Like Captain Kidd and the swimming pigs, Rolle’s place in Exumian lore is not exactly straightforward. Undoubtedly, Rolle and the settlement of loyalists from America spelled the continuation of the brutal and unjust slave trade. But as it turned out, before his death, Rolle supported the abolition of slavery and bestowed huge swaths of land on his slaves. His impact on Exuma, and really, the Bahamas at large, can now be felt everywhere you go; odds are, within five minutes of landing in Exuma, you’ll meet someone with the last name Rolle. It is the Bahamian equivalent of Smith, though in truth, it is even more common on these island communities, with some estimates attributing the name Rolle to about one third of the total population.


His impact is so profound that there are in fact two towns on Great Exuma named after John Rolle—Rolleville and Rolletown—creating untold confusion for newcomers to the island.


Once slavery ended across the British Empire in 1838, and the cotton plantations closed, Exuma became a major producer of salt for the booming codfish industry in New England, Canada, and as far away as Norway and Finland. The people, now free, carried on as farmers and worked the land, living in peace. That is, until the Second World War arrived on these shores.


“My father worked on the American base,” recalls Thompson, who was born in 1944, just three years after it opened. “The soldiers there were German submarine hunters. They used special planes that would go out into the Atlantic, because there was a lot of submarine activity in this part of the world.”


The base was located just outside George Town, at what is now known as the “fish dry,” where you can still find old rusty ships and tankers, relics and reminders of the past.


The American base brought tremendous employment and prosperity to the island, so when the military left, many Exumians had to depart to Nassau or elsewhere to seek a job, or find another way to make a living.


But the people of Exuma have always been a hearty folk. It wasn’t until around the 1940s that parts of the island got power.


Before a bridge was built, a wooden barge connected Little Exuma, where Captain Jerry is from, with the main island of Great Exuma. A long, thick rope was tied to each end of the crossing. Appropriately, the hamlet at the water’s edge in Little Exuma is known as The Ferry, harking back to a time when it could take up to an hour for the barge to reach you on one end and bring you over to the other side.
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Captain Jerry Lewless, who claims he was “born on a reef and raised by a shark,” remembers a time when there was no power or running water in the islands of Exuma. Today, the swimming pigs have helped make Exuma a modern tourist destination. Credit: T. R. Todd.


“Life was tough,” says Captain Jerry. “Water was a problem when I was a boy. Finding fresh water. You didn’t have the right equipment to dig wells at the time, so everything was done by paddling, sculling, and sailing. You had to find the water. And sometimes there was no rain. So farming was a hard thing. And everyone had to work. Boys. Girls. Before we went to school, we had to go get water for the kitchen to last the whole day. And then we went to school. And after school, we didn’t come home. We had to go to the farm. And when we came from the farm, we didn’t come home empty-handed. We had to bring bundles of wood. So things were tough. They weren’t that easy.”


In 1958, the first hotel opened on Exuma, known as the Peace & Plenty, which still exists today. Its opening marked the first organized effort in the tourism industry.


Exuma once again became an escape for adventurers, explorers, and those who did not want to be found, albeit for different reasons. Jackie Kennedy Onassis, Mickey Mantle, Prince Philip, and a long list of Hollywood elite gradually began to discover this paradise—before the snap, the selfie, the social media, and the swimming pigs took over.


Meanwhile, out in the smaller islands, another destination was taking shape, one that would help define the future of the area. While the Staniel Cay Yacht Club can trace its history back to the 1950s, the island truly began to take shape in the early 1960s. That was when Joe Hocher and Bob Chamberlain bought into the island and began developing cottages and a marina.


“There was nothing back then,” says David Hocher, the son of Joe Hocher, who now runs the Staniel Yacht Club. “It was a hope that if you build it, they will come, maybe, and they did. Exuma is a hard place to ignore. It’s a great neighborhood; a natural traversing point for boats to go from the shallow water of the banks to the deep water of the sound. So this became a stopover point for sailors.”


Growing up on the island in the 1970s and ’80s, Hocher recalls running around the island without a care—just make it back by sunset. He remembers the airport was built at this time; the airstrip was just being paved. It was a childhood of homeschooling, fishing, and living the island life. Days were spent searching for coco plums and sea grapes, and spearing fish on the weekends. Tourism was in its infancy then, a far cry from the hysteria of the swimming pigs. With so few people around, you came and went as you wished, grabbing a bite to eat or a drink of water from someone’s house. And although Hocher would have lived a life of relative privilege, this sense of community was felt across the whole island. And in truth, it still exists to this day.


“I was born on Staniel Cay,” said Vivian Rolle, one of the oldest residents on the island. She often wears a weathered purple hat with braided black-and-white hair spilling out the sides, speaking softly between red lips and yellowed teeth. “Back in those days, it was very poor. Everyone was poor. But we worked together. All the families worked together. If you don’t have, I give to you. And we reached out our hand to help each other.”


Staniel Cay received its first taste of fame in 1965, when the James Bond film Thunderball famously filmed in a limestone grotto just around the corner from the island. Today, thousands of tourists visit the “Thunderball Grotto,” dipping under the stone to reveal a cavern filled with tropical fish. The Bond film Never Say Never Again also filmed a scene around Staniel Cay, along with Splash, starring Tom Hanks.


Dozens of black-and-white photos line the old wooden walls of the Staniel Cay Yacht Club, reminiscent of a museum, displaying images of the first generator on the island, or the first car. On the ceiling hang many weathered flags, left behind by the island’s pioneers.


As in the centuries before, these islands still remained unknown to the wider world.
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With countless caves, inlets, and sandbars, Exuma and its 365 islands would have offered many places to hide for pirates and explorers. Credit: T. R. Todd.
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