
The  Métis lighthouse  

 

Work life  at the lighthouse 

 

We recorded an average of one thousand hours of poor visibility at Métis-sur-Mer. 

There were times when the fog would last for weeks. The fog would finally break 

and then as soon as we could no longer see the bell steeple of the Church in Baie-

des-Sables we would have to start the motors of the foghorn. 

  

We would perform the maintenance as we were responsible for everything 

including the cupola. I have seen my father use hoists to climb the 82 feet in the air 

to paint it. When he had completed a section, he would hoist himself back down 

using a pulley system.  

 

To be a lighthouse keeper you needed to be a jack of all trades. You had to be a 

mechanic for the foghorn motors, a carpenter, a painter, and repairs to the 

structure, replace pieces of wood. Later on, around 1956 you needed to understand 

electricity.  

 

Due to the climate and isolation you also needed to be able to foresee the future 

needs and be prepared. This was especially important for food and the necessities 

of life as we were far from everything and the roads we not always passable.  

 

When we would climb to the top of the lighthouse, it was impressive. We needed 

to carry up the pails of kerosene to fill the oil lamp reservoir tanks. We needed to 

make sure the pails were full. We had to climb every four hours to top things up as 

the system functioned similar to that of a clock. We had to pay attention to 

everything we did as the trek up the stairs was a tough one. 

 

Role of the lighthouse and the distress signal  

 

The Métis section of the St Lawrence is extremely difficult to navigate. There are 

many currents and reefs. The water is very agitated and the tides are very strong.  

Very often waves of fog roll in suddenly and sometimes boats get caught up in the 

rocks near the lighthouse. They had, as we say, gone off course.   

 

The primary mission of the lighthouse is to assist the shipwrecked. The lighthouse 

was there to help them navigate. We were there to provide food, hospitality and 

assistance to the sailors in case of emergency and shipwreck.  



 

Therefore it was of utmost importance that the sailors could see the lighthouse’s 

light from a great distance. If we lost our visuals due to fog, we needed to be sure 

the foghorns would take over to assist them navigate their way though.  

 

We didn’t have a GPS! But we could receive messages from the ships via Morse 

code or telegraph which allowed us to communicate with them.  

 

Childhood games 

 

In those days, children’s games were limited. I would collect seashells, sand and 

wood in a pail. We would play with next to nothing. There was a ball in the yard 

near the buildings and an old-fashioned swing that my grandfather had made with 

my uncles for the children. 

 

I would build little things and houses out of the seashells. We would build 

everything we could imagine. I loved to collect seashells and choose which ones 

were the nicest. Even just simply collecting them was a great pleasure. 

 

A special memory 

 

When I was seven or eight, I would go with my father at night from the lighthouse 

keeper’s house to the mechanical building. As soon as I would see everything 

moving and turning, I was mesmerised.  

 

I will never forget all of the rolling belts and the foghorn in action. This all made 

an infernal racket, which was both impressive and unforgettable. I can still hear the 

clamor of those machines.  

 

Relaxation at the lighthouse 

 

We were isolated and far from everything. The road outside was extremely dark.  

 

When arriving at the lighthouse, we could see the glow of the oil lamps inside. 

The evenings were long. We spent most of them playing music or playing cards. 

This was the only way to relax and pass the time. We didn’t watch TV as we didn’t 

have one. The battery-operated radio was set to recharge after listening to the news 

so that we could listen again the next day. The musical instruments were the only 

thing that didn’t need electricity. 



 

In the winter, before starting to play, it was necessary to stoke the wood stoves so 

as not to freeze. There were five or six. Running out of wood would have been a 

problem. Grandfather had a quota provided by the government, but it was never 

sufficient to last the winter and we had to supplement it by collecting driftwood 

throughout the autumn, pile it to dry and then cover it.  

 

During that time all of the lighthouses in the region were equipped with a piano 

and a harmonium. On my father’s side, there were many pianists: my father, my 

aunts and uncles who played guitar and my uncle Robert who played the 

accordion. These instruments played a big part in our lives and we shared many 

great musical evenings together as a family including the aunts and uncles. We 

would also have company join us from time to time. After the meal was over and 

once everything was cleaned up and put away, we would gather in the room next to 

the kitchen and the music would begin. Everyone took turns playing and we would 

all sing together, the adults would have a drink and we would all enjoy this time 

together. 
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