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Percé Rock lies next to the town of Percé on the eastern edge of Quebec’s Gaspé Peninsula in the Gulf of St. Lawrence. | ROBIN AND ARLENE KARPAN PHOTOS

Percé offers iconic coastline scenery, outstanding wildlife

TALES FROM THE ROAD

ARLENE & ROBIN KARPAN

ercé Rockisamongthe most
P recognizable landmarks

along Canada’s East Coast.
The imposing limestone island
reaches 85 metres high and close
to a half-kilometre long. The
name Percé (French for “pierced”)
comes from its 30-metre-wide
hole, considered the largest stone
arch over water in the world.

The monolith lies next to the
town of Percé on the eastern edge
of Quebec’s Gaspé Peninsulain the
GulfofSt. Lawrence. Like mostvisi-
tors, we arrived while taking aroad
trip along the Gaspé coastline,
considered one of Canada’s top
scenic drives. While the route
abounds in outstanding scenery,
nowhere matched the visual
impact of coming over the last hill
and suddenly seeing the iconic
rocklooming over the landscape.
Butaswewereto find out, thereisa
lotmoreto Percé than gazingovera
pretty rock.

Percé is a pleasant seaside town
based onfishingand tourism. Long
and narrow, the town is sand-
wiched between the sea and the
mountains justinland. A long
boardwalk lines the beach, where
visitors relax on benches or in the
small park to enjoy the view.

In 2018, Percé was recognized as
a UNESCO Global Geopark
because of its geological signifi-
cance including the famous rock,
mountains, islands, and rich wild-
life. The visitor centre in town
brings to life the ancient tectonic
events that created the Appala-
chian Mountains that run through
the area, shaping the land we see
today.

The geoparkruns guided tours of
the historic town where houses of

sea captains are reminders of the
golden age of the cod fishery.
Mountain slopes behind the town
have hiking trails where visitors
can wander on their own or take
guided walks run by the park. One
area has been dubbed the Magical
Forest where a valley of gnarly
twisted cedar trees seems like
something out of The Lord of the
Rings. The highlight is the sus-
pended glass platform thatjuts out
fromthe cliffface 200 metres above
the terrain below where we look

over the sweepingview of the town,
rock, coastline, and islands.

Bonaventure Island lies about
five kilometres offshore, noted as
one of Canada’s, and the world’s,
mostimportant sea bird colonies.
While providing refuge to several
bird species, the island is best
known as the site of North Ameri-
ca’s largest northern gannet colo-
ny, home to more than 100,000
birds some years.

We visited the island on a tour
boat, first slowly cruising around

Percé Rock, looking even more
imposingup close. Thenwe circled
BonaventureIsland, the sheer cliffs
onitsnorthsiderisingto 75 metres.
It seemed as if we were sailing
through a wildlife documentary as
thousands of birds covered every
notch in the cliff and filled the air,
while sealslounged onrocks at the
base of the cliffs.

We landed at the dock on the
lower side of the island. Visitors
could take aslongastheywanted to
explore if they returned in time to

LEFT: Tour boats take visitors
to Bonaventure Island, first
stopping for a close-up look of
Percé Rock.

BOTTOM: Bonaventure Island
provides refuge to several bird
species, but it is best known

as the site of North America’s
largest northern gannet colony,
home to more than 100,000
birds some years.

take the last boat back to Percé. It
took nearly an hour to hike across
theisland to the main gannet colo-
ny. The trail ended at the breath-
taking sight of thousands of the
white birds packed together and
sprawling across the gently rolling
land above the cliffs. The nesting
grounds areroped offto protectthe
birds, but we could get within 10
metres or so. The birds ignored
human visitors.

Gannets flew back and forth to
the nests, often carrying grass or
seaweed for nesting material.
Landing in such a tightly packed
mass of birds seemed a major
effort, like finding the last spotin a
crowded parkinglot. When a gan-
netreturns to its mate, the couple
often goes through a complex
greeting ritual of neck stretching
and crossing bills.

On the morning we pack up to
leave Percé, one last spectacle
awaits, thistimerightin frontof our
beach-side motel. A few gannets
were fishing nearby, their tech-
niqueinvolving dive-bombinginto
the water to grab a fish. We delayed
our departure, took lawn chairs
from the motel and watched the
show. To top things off, a couple of
Minke whales even surfaced near-
by. Itwas ahard place to leave.

Formore details on Percé and the
Gaspé coast, see the Quebec Mari-
time website www.quebecmari-
time.ca.
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