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Marie-Victorin’s Explorations in Haute-Gaspésie 
Upper-Gaspe Peninsula, Chic-Chocs Mountains 

by Marc-Antoine DeRoy, Sainte-Anne-des-Monts (Quebec) 

M arc-Antoine DeRoy's article was 
recommended by André St-

Arnaud, Director of the Cercles des 
Jeunes Naturalistes (Nature Lovers 
Circles). In order to help the readers to 
follow Marie-Victorin in the Upper 
Gaspé Peninsula, from 1919 until the 
Forties, Marc-Antoine carefully 
researched the subject and was greatly 
helped by Montreal University's 
archivists. Mr. DeRoy graduated in 
history and law from Laval University. 
For the past fifteen years, he has been 
working with the Société d’histoire de 
la Haute-Gaspésie (SHHG) He is the 
director of the SHHG, Upper-Gaspe 
Peninsula History Society. He is also 
the manager of L'encre Noire (Black 
Ink) the SHHG's book store. 
 

He has always been very involved in 
the community and cultural life in 
Upper-Gaspé. In 2008, he organized 
the Fête du bois flotté1 at Sainte-Anne-
des-Monts. Since then, the annual 
festival of (salt-water) driftwood, 
collected on the banks of the Saint-
Lawrence, attracts more and more 
artists producing driftwood sculptures 
inspired by local folk tales. He was 
director of the local volunteer centre, 
CAB (Centre d’action bénévole), for 
the Chic-Chocs (pronounced: shik-
shok) region from 2012 to 2018; and 
was elected administrator of the 
Quebec Federation of CAB for a two-
year mandate from 2017-2019. 
 

If you go to Gaspé, make sure to visit 
the Gaspé Museum2, and on the way, 
why not stop at Sainte-Anne-des-Monts 
to meet Marc-Antoine. We also wish to 
thank Mrs. Marie-Josée Lemaire-
Caplette, director of communication at 
the Gaspé Museum and editor in chief 
of Magazine Gaspésie, for granting us 
permission to reproduce Mr. DeRoy's 
article3 in Le Trésor. 
 

Enjoy reading! 
Marie Lussier Timperley 

B orn Conrad Kirouac, brother Marie-Victorin 
(1885-1944) was a man way ahead of his 

time, an ecclesiastic and a famous scientist, 
experimental and unorthodox. As part of his 
mission to make the inventory of all botanical 
species in Quebec, for him, the faraway and 
picturesque Gaspé peninsula was an inescapable 
field of research. In his most famous book, Flore 
laurentienne, (Laurentian Flora) he says that the 
Gaspé peninsula is a very promising area for 
enriching the science of plants1. He describes it 
as an authentic phytogeographic province1. 
 
Marie-Victorin's discovery of botany 
In the earliest years of the 20th century, Marie-Victorin discovered botany, 
and the more he learned the more passionate he became about it. Until the 
end of the Thirties, he dreamt of writing and publishing his: Flore 
laurentienne. So, he used every opportunity to learn more. His large and 
inexhaustible correspondence with the most renown European and North 
American scientists greatly helped him. Among these correspondents was his 
long-time friend, Professor M. L. Fernald from the Gray Herbarium at 
Harvard University. Professor Fernald explored the Upper-Gaspé peninsula 
many times and his knowledge of Eastern Quebec's flora was all-
encompassing. The diligent and extensive research of the famous Boston 
institution “showed the presence, in the Gaspé peninsula, of an impressive 
alpine and calcicolous flora very similar to that of the Rockies (…)2 ”. The 
American botanist keeps recommending the area to the young Quebec 
religious brother. During summer 1923, Fernald and Marie-Victorin missed 
meeting for the first time by only a few weeks when they both explored the 
Gaspé peninsula's interior. During his expedition, Marie-Victorin even finds 
a piece of paper in the footpath going to Mount Albert3. The two men 
became firm collaborators and, later, Marie-Victorin gave talks at Harvard. 
 
Although Fernald was the most important botany specialist of North 
America's Eastern part, he was certainly not the only one interested in our 
part of the world. In the Harvard Library there are papers written and 
published as a result of journeys to Jacques-Cartier and Albert Mounts 
starting in the mid-19th century. One considerable contribution is that of 
Arthur Allen4. The Geological Commission of New York State and the 
American Museum of Natural History of New York also carried out studies of 
the Gaspé peninsula. 

1 MARIE-VICTORIN, Flore laurentienne, 3rd edition, published by Montreal University., 
1995, pp. 39-41. 

 
2 RUMILLY, Robert.  Marie-Victorin et son temps, (MV and his time)  p. 52. 
 
3 MARIE-VICTORIN. 1923 Travel Diary 1923, Montreal University Archives, p. 7. 
 
4 GASPÉSIE PENINSULA NATIONAL PARK.  Gaspé Park Explorers. 

1 On a search engine enter: Fête du Bois 
flotté de Sainte-Anne-des-Monts, to read 
the story of the Driftwood Sculpture 
Festival in Sainte-Anne-des-Monts. 

 
2 On a search engine enter: Musée de la 

Gaspésie, to discover the new modern 
Museum. 
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Marie-Victorin’s discovery  
of the Gaspé peninsula 

Marie-Victorin visited the great peninsula for 
the first time during the summer of 1919. It 
seems that Fernald's insistence paid up and 
convinced the French-speaking Canadian and 
his team to go. However, there are rather few 
mentions of these herbarial wanderings. In Mon 
miroir, his private journal, Marie-Victorin says 
nothing about 1918 to 1920: perhaps the 
creation of the Botanical Institute of University 
of Montreal combined with his ever-growing 
other activities somewhat perturbed his daily 
literary output. Nonetheless in a book about the 
founder of the Montreal Botanical Garden, the 
author, Robert Rumilly, tells us that Marie-
Victorin was particularly curious to visit the 
Gaspé peninsula and the Magdalene's Islands 
because these regions being isolated were 
specific geographical entities, perfect units and 
grounds for observation. (…) The exploring 

travellers were not disappointed at all. Quite the opposite as they 
explored Saint-Joachin-des-Tourelles, Rivière-à-Claude, Mont-
Saint-Pierre, Cap-des-Rosiers, each area presented a trove of new 
marvellous discoveries”. For example, Marie-Victorin found the 
Arnica gaspensis, almost totally unknown outside of the Gaspé 
peninsula5. 
 
The important 1923 expedition. Among the explorers let's 
mention Brother Rolland-Germain, the long-time quiet, 
competent, generous and unselfish companion. They travel from 
the town of Gaspé to Sainte-Anne-des-Monts by boat aboard the 
Gaspesia. Heavy fog slows them down and they arrive during the 
night of August first to second. The following afternoon the group 
is in a hurry to walk to the mountain tops following the important 
Sainte-Anne River. Accompanied by a guide and local porters 
(Pelletier, Dugas, etc.), after two to three days they finally reach 
Mont Albert, a botanist's paradise. The explorers encounter 
difficulties and pitfalls6 but nevertheless they manage to 
successfully collect plants. It is important to note that the local 
Gaspé guides sometimes open up new footpaths to reach some 
less investigated areas. Caribou hunting is also part of their tasks7. 
 
Because of his delicate health, Marie-Victorin came back 
weakened from the expedition. On August 7, he is really in pain 
and, very sadly, had to quit. Later on, in May 1929, on his way to 
Europe, he remembered and wrote: “We are sailing along the 
Gaspé coast and the Shikshoks (sic). It reminds me of 1923, my 
time on Mont Albert, the dream-like flora on the great plateau, 
my nervous fall, and descent from the Plaqué back to civilization, 
I was ill (…) and the terrible following four months (…)8 
 

Marie-Victorin's Return to mountainous Gaspé 
In 1940, the “brother explorer” is back in Upper-Gaspé. This time 
he knows the area. Nonetheless, he fully enjoys the new road 
linking Sainte-Anne-des-Monts to the National Park9: “it is no 
longer needed to portage for a few days. Marie-Victorin also 
mentions how happy he was to meet the old Misses Pelletier and 
their mother10,” the owners of the local hotel À la Bonne table. 
During that summer, the plants he collected along the coast are 
particularly noteworthy: at Fonds de Cap-Chat, then on the capes 
between Tourelle and Marsoui (he felt disappointed because there 
was not enough time to examine everything), Rivière-à-Claude 
(he noted: very interesting observations and plant collecting11 and 
Mont-Saint-Pierre where he spent quite some time in the maple 
grove where he had been two years before. 
 

5 RUMILY, op cit., p. 77. 
 
6 On 13 August 1923, he wrote only: ''Discouragement, languor, suicidal 

thoughts.'' But, Marie-Victorin is no longer part of the expedition. 
 
7 MARIE-VICTORIN. 1923 Travel diary, op cit.,  10 August. 
 
8 MARIE-VICTORIN. 1929 Travel diary. 
 
9 In 1937, a provincial law created the Gaspésie National Park. 
 
10 MARIE-VICTORIN. 1940 Travel Diary, Montreal University, p.10. 
 
11 He discovered the northern limit of the American Elm and compares with the 

Saguenay region. Idem., p. 17. 

Brother Marie-Victorin and his long-time friend Professor 
Merritt Lyndon Fernald (1873-1950), in 1924, at the 
entrance of the Gray Herbarium, Harvard University, USA. 
 
Photo from Robert Rumilly's book entitled Brother Marie-Victorin 
and his time. Published in 1949 by the F.E.C. De LaSalle brothers. 
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In the “écorchis” area they met lots of 
mountain climbers; ensued lots of discussion 
about the remarkable and complex biological 
life. Colour photos are the rage then. Finally, a 
most unusual discovery on the beach at Mont-
Louis: the Grindelia squarrosa, a variety of 
prairie plant that mysteriously landed there12. 
A number of times, Marie-Victorin notes that 
the weather at the end of August was rather 
cool, even cold: “we spent the night of August 
21, at Mont-Saint-Pierre in the Bernatchez 
cabins. Cold night but nice. Again this 
morning, the icy north wind is blowing; we are 
grateful for the fire in the camp stove, it is not 
a luxury13.” 
 
Marie-Victorin is not much of an ethnologist, 
he is a scientist almost exclusively centred on 
his field of study; seldom he mentions 
anything to do with daily life which is rather 
sad for the historical researcher. For example, 
in August 1923, when he arrived at the wharf 
in Sainte-Anne-des-Monts, he did not think of 
mentioning the giant building site where a 
huge granite basilica was going up, (although 
he spent nearly twelve hours in the village). 
On the other hand, when he sees something 
unpleasant, his pen records it in harsh words. 
Thus, his description of the poverty in Tourelle 
in 194014 may well offend some people while 
others will look at it as a precious testimony of 
the situation at the time. 

Marie-Victorin's expeditions in the northern part of the Gaspé 
peninsula are definitely extraordinary. It seems that he was the 
first French-speaking scientist to climb to the mountain tops in the 
Gaspé peninsula. Internationally known for his great 
achievements: the Montreal Botanical Garden, the Flore 
laurentienne and his multiple scientific works, Marie-Victorin 
greatly contributed to Quebec's reputation in the world. His 
presence in Haute-Gaspésie, in the mountains of the Gaspé 
Peninsula, is an important part of our regional history as well as 
having an important incidence on the universal history of botany. 

Below, transporting baggage along the Sainte-
Anne River. 
 
Photo:  Université de Montréal, E01185FP01780 

Conrad Pelletier, the guide at Mont-Albert. 
Photo:  Université de Montréal, E01181FP01193 

12 Idem., p. 22. 
 
13 Idem., p. 18. 
 
14 Idem., p. 15. 

Marie-Victorin and a porter at the top of Mont-Albert. 
Photo:  Université de Montréal, E01181FP02720-2 

* The author wishes to thank three precious collaborators who helped him prepare 
this article: Mrs. Monique Voyer, archivist at Montreal University; Brother Gilles 
Beaudet, f.e.c. and Mr. François Boulanger, Director of The Gaspé National Park. 
Read the original  article in French at: www.museedelagaspesie.ca 


