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FOREWORD 

The publication of the work "Rare Plants of the Mingan Archipel­
ago" by Parks Canada is an important step towards the preserva­
tion of these unusual elements in the Gulf of St. Lawrence. In effect, 
their protection depends largely upon public recognition of their 
great value. 

The principal authors of this work, Line Couillard and Pierre 
Grondin, have been interested in the Mingan Islands for several 
years and they have vulgarized the accumulation of more than 60 
years of scientific data in a most capable fashion. Brother Marie-
Victorin, founder of the Montreal Botanical Gardens, explored the 
area from 1924 to 1928. He was accompanied by Brother Rolland-
Germain. Their work made the scientific community aware of the 
enormous interest of this calcareous archipelago. Later, other bot­
anists added to the ecological and phytogeographical knowledge of 
this sector which is now extremely well-known. 

After briefly describing the Mingan Archipelago, presenting the 
various categories of rare plants, then discussing their origins, 
mostly with respect to the last ice age, the authors explain the ori­
gin of the name and describe the habitat and geographical location 
of a selection of rare Mingan plants. Once the meanings of the Latin 
names are known, they are less forbidding. For example, Cypripe-
dium passerinum is less formidable when one learns the origin of 
Cypris: Venus, pedilon-. clog and passerinum: a flower that resem­
bles a sparrow's egg. The ecological and phytogeographical data 
also allow these species to be examined as elements of our natural 
heritage. 

Drawings by artist Denise Pelletier make it possible to recognize 
and appreciate these rare plants from the archipelago. Drawn in 
careful detail on location, they show the habitat and neighbouring 
plant species. Not only do the drawings make it easy to identify cer­
tain plants while on location, they will introduce these rather inac­
cessible species to a wider public. 

This work reflects the desire of Parks Canada to preserve unusual 
territories in the Gulf of St. Lawrence, such as Mingan, Gape 
Breton, Forillon and Gros Morne so that they may become known 
and be appreciated by the Canadian public and the international 
community, who are increasingly preoccupied by the preservation 
of a natural heritage that is irreplaceable. 

Andre Bouchard 
Curator, Montreal Bonatical Gardens 
Associate Professor. Botanical Institute 
Montreal I'Diversity 
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WHY A BOOK ON RARE PLANTS? 

The Mingan Archipelago offers unique landscapes of exceptional 
beauty. Exploring the islands, the visitor will be fascinated by the 
crystal clear waters, the bright colours of the shoreline,and the 
extraordinary shapes sculpted in the rock. These readily apparent 
attractions are complemented by others that are less likely to catch 
the eye, but every bit as special. Rare plants are a case in point — 
because of their small size or limited habitat, they may escape the 
visitor's notice. But this little book, with its delightful sketches, pro­
vides a fine opportunity to discover some of the rare plants of the 
Mingan Archipelago in all their splendour. For how better than 
through botanical sketches to instil a sense of wonder and show the 
vivaciousness, colour, and fragility of plants? 

The rare plants of the Mingan Archipelago are of various origins. 
Some have come to us from the north, the south, or the west, while 
others are peculiar to the Gulf of St Lawrence region. These plants 
reflect the features of the local climate and geology, and their pres­
ence reveals surprising facets of the islands' history. This is one 
reason why they are so interesting to study. Although these plants 
are rare, they do not have monetary value and harvesting them will 
profit no one. They should instead be protected for the remarkable 
natural value and originality they impart to the flora of the Mingan 
Archipelago. Besides, picking of all plants is strictly prohibited 
in national parks. 
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THE MINGAN ARCHIPELAGO 

Geography 
The Mingan Archipelago lies off the Middle North Shore in the vicin­
ity of Havre Saint Pierre, a village located 850 km east of Quebec 
City. The archipelago is composed of some thirty islands and 
numerous islets, rocks, and reefs scattered over a distance of 
approximately 95 km. Total land area is 90 km2 or about one per­
cent of the size of Anticosti Island, which is located farther south in 
the middle of the Gulf of St Lawrence. Renowned for their spectacu­
lar erosion shapes, the Mingan Islands attract thousands of visitors 
each year. Daily boat excursions are run from the wharf at Havre 
Saint Pierre. 

Local map of the Mingan Archipelago. 
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Climate 
While exploring the Mingan Archipelago, visitors will also experi­
ence its special climate, which is strongly influenced by the sea. In 
summer, expect variable temperatures, high atmospheric humid­
ity, and frequent fog. The sea-cooled breeze from offshore is often 
extremely chilly despite the radiant sunshine. And should the wind 
drop, the weather can suddenly become stiflingly hot. Summer 
brings many fine days, but the contrasts within a single week can be 
astonishing. 

1 fogaj day on Grande lie. 

The sea tempers the cold of winter but delays the coming of spring. 
The local growing season is short: 140 days compared with 180 in 
the Quebec City area. As a result, the vegetation is markedly differ­
ent (for example, no maple trees grow on the islands). In areas 
most exposed to offshore winds, the climate becomes extremely 
harsh. Intense cold and limited snow accumulation in winter give 
rise to dwarfed trees, creeping shrubs, lichens, and other species 
adapted to these conditions, including a number of rare plants. 
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Geology 
The rock formations of the Mingan Archipelago differ in several 
respects from those of the North Shore. The former are relatively 
young (500 million years old), while the latter contain some of the 
oldest rock in the world (over one billion years old). On the islands, 
gray shades predominate rather than the darker browns and beiges 
of the mainland. This difference in the colour of the rocks reflects 
two very distinct origins. The geological formations of the North 
Shore are the result of the cooling, hardening, and transformation 
of initially molten materials that escaped from the earth's core. In 
contrast, the archipelago formations are derived from sediments — 
mineral particles and remains of marine organisms — which accu­
mulated and solidified on the sea bottom. A large proportion of 
these sediments formed calcareous rock, or limestone. Without 
this highly friable rock that has been so magnificently sculpted by 
erosion, the Mingan shoreline would be much less spectacular. The 
limestone also accounts for the local presence of a number of rare 
plants. 

Typical Mingan shore-line sculptures. 
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WHAT ARE RARE PLAINTS? 

Nearly one-tenth of the Mingan flora 
It is mainly by studying the worldwide range of plant species that 
botanists can identify the particularly interesting features of a 
flora. Of the 452 species making up the Mingan florae, 39 exhibit 
unusual range characteristics. About 15 of these species are con­
sidered rare in Quebec. Others are common in northern or south­
ern Quebec but are none-the-less rarities within the Mingan area. 

Our knowledge of the Mingan florae and its rare plants is the fruit of 
studies extending over more than a hundred years. Among the many 
botanists who have visited the archipelago, Brothers Marie-
Victorin and Rolland-Germain made a particularly noteworthy con­
tribution. Their stays in the Anticosti-Mingan area in the summers 
of 1924 to 1928 led to the publication of /<7ore de I'Anticosti-
Minganie, from which we have taken a number of quotations. 
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Five categories of rare plants 
I. Species confined to the Gulf of St Lawrence 

(endemic plants) 
The rare plants of the Mingan Archipelago include five species 
which are essentially found on the perimeter of the Gulf of 
St Lawrence. These are endemic plants — their range is limited to a 
single region of the globe. In a number of cases, they are varieties of 
species found elsewhere in North America that developed differ­
ently following their geographic 
isolation. This book describes 
three endemic plants. 

Distribution of a species confined to the Gulf of St. Laurence: 
Small-flowered Rocket. 
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2. Species from the west (cordilleran plants) 
The second category includes eight species which are widespread 
in the Rocky Mountains or the western portion of the continent, but 
are limited to only a few sites in eastern North America. Since the 
mountain system of western North America is also known as the 
Cordilleras, botanists refer to these plants as cordilleran species. 
We will present five of these species. 

Distribution of a species from the nest: Spear-leaved Fleabane. 
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3. Arctic or arctic-alpine species 
About fifteen of the rare plants of the Mingan Islands are common 
on the arctic tundra or mountain tops of the northern hemisphere. 
At the latitudes of the Anticosti-Mingan or Gaspe regions, they are 
seldom encountered. In four cases, the archipelago is at the south­
ern limit of their range. Most of these species grow on cliffs, 
taluses, or pebbled surfaces where the prevalent ecological condi­
tions are similar to those found in arctic or alpine environments. 
Seven of these species 
are illustrated. 

Distribution of an arcllc-alpine species nhose southern limit Is in the 
Minaan \rchipelaao-. Three-floneretl Kush. 
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4. Quebec boreal species 
The plants in this group grow at the latitudes of the coniferous for­
ests, between the tundra to the north and the deciduous forests to 
the south. These species, only five in number, are also found in 
Europe and Asia. They are confined to sites with limestone out­
crops, which explains their very limited range in Quebec. All five 
species are presented. 

IHslrihulion of a boreal species that is rare in Quebec: Green Spleennorl. 
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5. Species at the northern limit of their range 
In addition to the rare plants from the north, the west, and the 
boreal forest there are nearly twenty-five species found primarily to 
the south of the Mingan Archipelago. These plants grow mainly in 
forests of deciduous trees such as maple. In the Mingan area, they 
are at the northern limit of their range, which, for 17 species, 
abruptly stops at the archipelago. Four of the species in this group 
are described. 

Distribution of a boreal species whose northern limit is in the Minean 
irchipelaao: Broad-lipped Tw ay blade. 
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How plants are named 
Like people, plants are members of families and have an official 
name, usually in two parts. To allow scientists of different linguistic 
backgrounds to refer to them easily, this official name is in Latin. 
Generally, the name reflects the shape, colour, habitat, or medici­
nal properties of the plant. 

The first part of the name indicates the plant's genus. A family is 
usually made up of several genera, each containing a number of 
species. The second part is the species name, followed by an abbre­
viation for the name of the person who identified the species. Some­
times, the species name is complemented by a subspecies or vari­
ety name. Plants are also known by various common names in 
different languages and regions. This publication lists the Latin, 
Rnglish, and French names of each rare plant. 
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WHERE DO RARE PLANTS GROW? 

Most rare plants in the Mingan Archipelago have special needs. For 
example, several species require the presence of limestone. Since 
this is the dominant type of rock in the islands, we might expect to 
find these plants almost anywhere. However, they will only grow 
where the nutrients released by the limestone, such as calcium and 
magnesium, are accessible to their roots. In some environments, 
such as the Mingan forests, the maritime climate encourages the 
formation of a thick layer of humus on the ground, and this layer 
prevents exchanges between the roots and the calcareous soil. This 
is why the forests contain very few rare plants and are primarily 
populated by common boreal species with less exacting nutritional 
requirements. 

Most of the rare plants require high intensity light to grow, and a 
number also need occasional exposure to sodium-rich sea spray. 
For these reasons they are mainly found in open areas along the 
shore. Within the archipelago, only four habitats are suitable for 
rare plants: cliffs, moorland, shorelines, and bogs. 

Clinging to the cliffs 
Over the centuries, erosion of the shores of the islands has pro­
duced a large number of cliffs. Some border the sea, while others 
have receded and are partially hidden by vegetation. In the cliff hab­
itat, excessively steep slopes, shallow soil, and frequent rockslides 
have halted the spread of the forest, but a number of rare plants 
have managed to adapt to these conditions. To obtain the water 
they need, these plants take root in fissures, between blocks of 
fallen rock, or on small, damp ledges. Most grow in strong sunlight, 
although some can be found in shaded sites. 

21 



Cliff bordering the sea. 
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Limestone Polypody, a rare fern srowlnn on a scree. 

In the harsh moorland climate 
On the shores most exposed to waves, the sea has deposited a thick 
layer of pebbles as the islands have emerged. Broken down by the 
action of the cold, these pebbles may today be exposed or covered 
by lichens and creeping shrubs. The result is the moorland habitat, 
similar to tundra, where difficult climatic conditions (heavy expo­
sure to ocean winds, limited snow cover in winter, etc.) and the 
coarse texture of the pebbles prevent establishment of the forest. 
Unable to develop properly, the trees scattered here and there 
across the moor are dwarfed or slanted, almost like bonsai. 

Arctic-alpine plants are abundant on the moorland. Some are found 
in very dry pebbled sites. A few grow on carpets of vegetation, wher­
ever their roots can acquire the nutrients released by the 
limestone. 
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Pebbled surface shattered by cold. 

I chelation carpel of lichens and Ion bushes. 
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On the upper shore washed by ocean spray 
The upper shore of the islands — the area washed by the sea spray 
and sometimes inundated by storm tides — is another open habitat 
suitable for rare plants, provided they can tolerate strong sunlight, 
higher than normal salinity, and very variable moisture levels. 
Some take root in damp fissures in the large rock platforms, while 
others grow on the pebbles piled up by the sea on the shores of the 
islands. Still others find a home amongst the flourishing vegetation 
in the sheltered bays near the forest. 

Fissured rock platform. 

25 



The pink of a plant, that Is rare In the \lln#an area, lliens up a (travel beach: 
UERB-ROBBBT. 

In bogs 
Scattered here and there across the surface of the island are bogs: 
large treeless wetland areas often dotted with ponds. In this habi­
tat, water tends to stagnate. Plant debris is very slow to decompose 
due to the lack of oxygen needed to support the activity of most 
break-down micro-organisms. With time, this debris accumulates 
to form deposits of organic matter know as peat. Vegetation cover 
is primarily composed of moss, grasses, and small shrubs, although 
tree species such as larch and black spruce are sometimes present. 
Rare plants, which are limited to bogs where the circulating waters 
are rich in calcium, grow side by side with the dominant herbaceous 
species: rushes and sedges. 
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Aerial view of a boa In He Quarry. 

Grasses of a rich boa conlainlna a rare plant: kalm's Lobelia. 
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