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Into the snow in the

chIc-chocs 
by Ann Britton Campbell

S
taring down the powdery, 
steep slope dotted with 
snow-laden trees, i am far 
from lift lines, far from home 
and far—way far—out of my 
comfort zone.

My ski guide Mia, one 
of a handful of bilingual staff at the remote 
Auberge de Montagne des Chic-Chocs on 
the gaspé Peninsula in eastern Québec, 
gives me an encouraging smile. 

“You can use the skis like snowshoes,” 
she says and demonstrates the technique, 
trudging back and forth across the slope. 
Her slumped shoulders, dangling arms and 

clownish expression suggest this is a very 
bad choice.

“Or, you can go like so,” she says and 
with a push is off, one foot forward, knees 
bent, carving graceful turns through the 
pristine snow.

in fact, learning how to “go like so” is the 
reason why i’ve travelled with my husband 
to this four-star, back-country auberge 
operated by Sépaq, the provincial agency 
charged with managing Québec’s parks and 
wildlife. That, and the chance to see moose. 

Few places in Canada boast the same 
density of moose (33 knobby-kneed giants 
per 10 square kilometres) as Matane Wildlife 

Reserve where the lodge is located. Many 
of the trails we explore during our three-
day stay were created, and are still used by, 
moose on the move. 

We’ve made some significant moves to 
get to the lodge, flying to Québec City then 
driving 470 kilometres east along the St. 
Lawrence River’s south shore to the village 
of Cap-Chat. From here it’s a two-hour trek 
in a chenillette, a van with tank treads instead 
of wheels, along snowmobile trails that 
wend deep into the mountains.

And what mountains they are. The 
Chic-Choc range is a striking massif, a cluster 
of mountains with jagged outcrops, deep 
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valleys and snow-covered peaks, many over 
1,000 metres high, that form the northern-
most tip of the Appalachians. On average, 
seven metres of snow fall here each year. 

The auberge sits at 615 metres in eleva-
tion, surrounded by 60 square kilometres 
of wilderness reserved for guest use. The 
timber-clad lodge has a rustically elegant 
vibe, with 18 earth-toned guest rooms and 
expansive common areas featuring a four-
sided fireplace, overstuffed armchairs and 
couches, two long dining tables and floor-
to-ceiling windows with killer views of this 
wild snow wonderland. 

The lodge provides the equipment 
needed to play here, including two-way 
radio and avalanche beacons (safety first!), 
snowshoes, alpine touring skis, splitboards 
(divide in two for climbing then clip together 
for snowboard descents) and Hok skis, the 
short, fat skis with climbing skins that Mia 
has me use for my backcountry ski lessons. 

The lodge also provides a full menu to 
fuel our activities, including gourmet affairs 
with lots of seafood (as chef Alain points 
out, here on the gaspé Peninsula, “we are 
in the mountains but we are surrounded by 
the sea”) and traditional fare like pouding 
chômeur, a Québécoise dish that’s long been 
a sweet staple (since the great Depression).

After each evening meal, a guide an-
nounces the next day’s activities—en fran-
çais (because, aside from my husband and 
me, all guests and guides are Québécoise.) 
i try my best to understand but my high-
school French is trés bad. Fortunately, many 
folks are bilingual and kindly translate the 
finer points. 

Of the 30 guests, seven are hardcore 
backcountry skiers who venture out each 
morning to conquer the Chic-Chocs’ spec-
tacular alpine bowls, wicked couloirs and 
steep descents. The rest of us range from 
snowshoe-only enthusiasts to intermediate 
skiers looking for a mix of alpine experiences.

We certainly mix it up, snowshoeing 
the challenging Mont 780 trail one overcast 
morning and, in the afternoon, strapping 
on Hok skis to explore the gran-Fond 
trail with Montreal physicians karyne and 
Marie-Hélène. Our guide Jean-François 
points out branches eaten clean by moose 
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top The remote Auberge de Montagne des 
Chic-Chocs on the Gaspé Peninsula in 
eastern Québec, aglow at night middle row from 
left Jacques Bouffard, a local guide, ready 
with avalanche gear and jokes; snowshoeing 
to the frozen waterfall, Chute Hélène bottom 
Views of the Chic-Chocs from inside the au-
berge, where a telescope is set up for moose 
spotting by day and star gazing by night FR
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and cracked balsam fir and white birch 
trees on which moose have rubbed their 
heads when shedding antlers. We pause at 
a clearing to hear Jean-François delicately 
describe a “moose meet-up” he observed 
there during mating season. 

Another morning, with the sun shining, 
wind howling and temperatures hovering 
around minus-16 degrees, we embark on 
an epic snowshoe excursion to the Crête du 
Mattawees. A series of descents and climbs 
bring us to a ridge that has dazzling snow-
drifts, snow-blanketed trees and views for 
which our bilingual exclamations—marveil-
leux, magical, spectaculaire—are inadequate. 
After seven hours in the pure air, on our 
final ascent to the lodge, i learn a new and 
welcome French expression: Presque arrivé. 
Almost there.

With exertion comes relaxation, soaking 
in the outdoor hot tub, cozying up to the 
roaring fire or enjoying a drink or two with 
new friends. One afternoon, René, a physi-
cian from Sainte-Foy, beckons me to the 
lodge’s telescope to see two moose plod-
ding through the snow on a distant slope. 
Another evening, two guests teach us the 
Québécois version of Hearts.

Our final outing begins wildly with 
snow flying and arms wheeling as we run in 
snowshoes down the steep slope beside the 
lodge. At the base, we follow Bascon Creek 
to Chute Hélène, a majestic, 50-metre-high 
frozen waterfall. Along the way we spy nu-
merous moose tracks and “post holes” where 
moose legs have sunk in the snow.

After the waterfall, our guide Jacques 
sprints ahead in search of the moose he be-
lieves are close by. He returns minutes later 
to report that he’s found moose droppings. 

We follow him to a clearing where, sure 
enough, there are three little balls of moose 
poop in the snow. Jacques says there’s only 
one way to tell if it is a male or female we are 
tracking and, in the blink of an eye, pops one 
of the balls in his mouth and begins to chew. 

Jacques takes one look at my horrified 
face and breaks into guffaws. Mon Dieu, the 
“moose poops” are actually chocolates! no 
translation is needed as we all double over  
in laughter.  

top Get your ski fix in the Chic-Chocs, where 
you earn your turns by climbing up on alpine 
touring skis with skins middle The auberge’s 
great room, with roaring fire, is a communal 
post-ski hang-out bottom Exploring the 
backcountry around the auberge results 
in marveilleux views, like this one of Mont 
Nicol-Albert from the vantage point of Épaule 
du Mont 780 (the shoulder of Mount 780)

 
If you go

for more on auberge de 
Montagne des Chic-Chocs 

and its offerings: sepaq.
com/ct/amc. for more on 
Québec in winter, go to: 

quebecoriginal.com.
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