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Abstract 
 
The first published account of the occurrence of petroleum in Early Devonian-aged Gaspé Basin is in the Proceedings of the Literary and 
Historical Society of Quebec in 1836. As early as 1843, William Logan, founder of the Geological Survey of Canada, then on a field mission to 
find coal accumulations, found oil seepages in an area of the Gaspé Bay later named Tar Point. In a highly noticed report, Logan (1844) 
referred to bituminous matter and petroleum seepages in the Gaspé area. Logan’s description of oil occurrence in Gaspé Basin sedimentary 
units has been cited as being possibly the earliest reference to accumulation of petroleum in an anticlinal structure (Zaslow, 1975). Encouraged 
by Logan's descriptions and the oil craze in Pennsylvania, Gaspé Bay Mining Company made the first oil well drilling in Canada in 1859 in the 
Gaspé Basin. In 1866, a pamphlet published in New York extolled Gaspé's merits as one of the most promising oil regions ever discovered. For 
the London market, the proximity of the port of Gaspé had advantages over the wells of Pennsylvania. Subsequently, the region saw several 
bursts of exploration activity toward the end of the last century, and in the early part of the present century. Many wells were drilled with little 
or no regard to geology or the regional structure (Ells, 1902-03; Skidmore, 1970). More than 80 scattered seepages have been mentioned by 
Logan (1863), Parks (1930), and McGerrigle (1950). Between 1890 and 1903 over fifty wells were drilled in eastern Gaspé. This period covers 
the first historical phase of exploration of the Gaspé Basin. Despite extensive oil and gas shows in the wells, and several seepages of oil in the 
Devonian Grande Grève carbonates and York River elastics, commercial quantities of hydrocarbons have so far evaded the explorationist. This 
paper will focus on the outstanding exploration efforts made by the Petroleum Oil Trust (POT) and their subsidiaries. The company was big at 
the end of the 19th century. Petroleum Oil Trust of London, England, drilled a total of 53 wells between 1892 and 1901, has built 120 
kilometers of roads and houses for 200 workers. These wells were drilled with cable-tool equipment to depths of 1,500 to 3,700 feet. The 
project receives support from the government of Prime Minister Wilfrid Laurier, who aims to make Gaspé an important port. The presence of 
the oil industry would be an added advantage. As a builder and visionary entrepreneur, the president of POT, William Carpenter worked on the 
establishment of a regional railway and the development of an industrial port. In a decade, more than £800,000 will have been invested in 
Gaspésie. Oil was produced from some wells. A small refinery was also built on the initial encouragements, but sustained commercial flow was 
hard to obtain from low pressure wells. The Petroleum Oil Trust has pumped a few thousand barrels of oil before a major fire at its facility 
causes the bankruptcy of the company (Annett, 1983). 
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Gaspé Basin : 
Lower Devonian
sedimentary
basin of the 
Appalachians
Quebec’s Gaspé Basin is a successor
basin located in the Eastern portion of 
the Appalachians in Canada.

Basin subsidence began at the end of 
the Ordovician and sedimentary units 
were deposited there until the Middle 
Devonian. The Acadian and Alleghenian 
orogenies have affected the basin while 
the basement structures are Taconian.
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Oil and Gas 
Exploration 
History of the 
Gaspé Basin
Based on the review made by 
Lavoie et Bourque (2001) we can 
divide the oil and gas history of 
Gaspé basin in four phases.

This paper will focus on the 
outstanding exploration efforts 
made by the Petroleum Oil Trust 
(POT) and their subsidiaries in the 
first phase.
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Gaspé Basin : 
One of the first 
petroleum
district of North 
America
In the middle of the 19th century, the 
city of Gaspé is an important 
international fishing port, with 10 
commercial consulates. Trade is 
essentially controlled by English 
companies. In addition, the small town 
is boosted by forestry, agricultural and 
tourism activities that allow residents 
to live relatively well despite their 
distance from major urban centers. 
(Mimeault, 1995)
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Extract from Debarres (1777) 
Maps of the coast and harbours in the Gulph & River St. Lawrence

When W. E. Logan began his geological research in Gaspésie in 1843, most of the available 
scientific knowledge was in coastal areas. Inland work will be hard (Annett, 1983).

Early Publications of the Literary & Historical Society of Quebec 1824-1924

However, several documents compiled since the beginning of the century 
indicate the presence of oil and salt water that motivate its work.



Gaspé Basin : 
One of the first 
petroleum
district of North 
America
Indications of oil were noted in the 
Gaspé peninsula at a very early date 
and were recorded by Sir W. E. 
Logan in 1844 and in 1863, by Dr. T. 
Sterry Hunt in 1865, and by Dr. R. W. 
Ells in 1888-89 in the Reports of the 
Geological Survey of Canada.

Source : D. Lavoie, GSC.

In 1860, the Gaspé Bay Mining Co. drilled two wells
using cable tool technique in the surrounding area of 
Gaspé. A third well was drilled near Sandy Beach in 
1865 (known as the Conant Well, still flows oil today).

All these shallow wells were drilled directly in the 
surface extent of natural oil seepages. 

Source : D. Lavoie, GSC.

Tar Point Carboniferous Dyke 
with bitumen

Source : J.-S. Marcil

Oil seep near Grande Fourche



Geological
mapping of the 
peninsula at the 
end of 1880’s
Field work completed by Logan 
and assistants was compiled by 
Hunt in its 1865 report on 
petroleum occurrence in Gaspé 
basin.

R.W. Ells and its team published in 
1884 a first detailed geological
map of the peninsula.

Geological map of a portion of Gaspé - Multicoloured Geological Map 401;
Logan, W.E., 1865. Geological Survey of Canada.
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Petroleum Oil
Trust : 
London-based
pioneer of the 
Gaspé oil
Petroleum Oil Trust (POT) and its

branch companies, the Canada 

Petroleum Co. (CPC), Belgium Oil

Company, Oil Fields of Gaspé,  

dominated the Gaspé oil drilling from

1895 to 1905.

Based in England, Petroleum Oil Trust began

operations on a larger scale in 1889 by acquiring

50,413 acres of land selected by Charles Robb , a 

recognized mining engineer with experience in 

Ontario and Pennsylvania. Robb and its team 

explored the area in 1865. The prospective  lands 

were located in geological zones identified by 

Logan fieldworks and 68 distinct surface indications 

of oil were recognized.

In order to realized its development plan, A.W. 

Carpenter raised an initial capital of £430,000 for 

POT. After that, he raised an additionnal £300,000 

for CPC.

The money will be invested in the Gaspé basin to 

bring drilling equipement, build roads in the deep

forest and drill over 50 wells.

Alfred W. Carpenter formed the Petroleum 
Oil Trust Ltd in 1889  in the purpose of 

acquiring and working the petroleum oil
deposits in the Peninsula of Gaspé.
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Development
history of the 
Gaspé Oil Field
From 1888 to 1903, 54 wells were drilled 
by the Petroleum Oil Trust and its 
subsidiary CPC. Most of the well drilled 
were about 1000m depth. The deepest 
hole reach 2030m. Majority of wells only 
tested the Devonian sandstones. Cable 
tool drilling equipments were not strong 
enough to penetrate effectivly the 
siliceous Indian Cove Ls. 60% of the wells 
drilled during this period accounted 
occurences of oil. The best wells produced 
about 1500 bbls (Lavoie et Bourque, 2001).
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were about 1000m depth. The deepest 
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tested the Devonian sandstones. Cable 
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occurences of oil. The best wells produced 
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Bringing drillers and drilling equipement was a 
major task. Limited roads, no railway, rugged
country, dense black spruce forest. A difficult area 
for a systematic campaign of oil development.



Limited but 
promising
success
The Petroleum Oil Trust put down 
eight wells in 1893, finding a light 
green oil. The Trust continued its 
borings in  1894, on the left bank of 
the York River, south of the 
anticlinal of Tar Point. Several of the 
ten wells yielded moderately, and 
operations extended to the portion 
of Gaspe Basin called Mississippi 
Brook.

One well in that section, completed 

in July of 1897, flowed from a depth 

of fifteen-hundred feet. Hundreds 

of barrels were lost before the well 

could be controlled. Its first 

pumping produced forty barrels, 

and two others in the vicinity are of 

a similar stripe. The results thus far 

are deemed sufficiently 

encouraging to warrant further 

tests in hope of developing an 

extensive field. The oil comes from 

a coarse rock of sandy texture, and 

in color and gravity resembles the 

Pennsylvania article. A large 

number of wells were drilled over 

ten years of activity.

Reference :
McLaurin, J.L., 1902. Scketches in Crude-Oil 

Possibly well POT #29



Not Just a 
Driller, also a 
Dreamer and a 
Developper
The Petroleum Oil Trust, which did 
the drilling, went as far as to build a 
small oil refinery on the Southwest 
Arm of Gaspé Bay in 1900, along the 
shore of York River.

The refinery was built by the Canada Petroleum Company in 1900-1901 on the north side of the 

York river (lots 31 and 32, range I, Gaspé Bay South). The plant consists of two stills of 150 barrels 

capacity each, with a series of iron tanks and the necessary pumps and engines with central tank 

of 2,500 barrels capacity. The twelve storage tanks had 8,000 barrels total capacity.

A two-inch pipe of 15 miles (25km) connected the refinery with the Mississippi production area, 

located around the POT#27 wells. This well was considered  the “gusher” after testing 2000 

barrels in 1897.

Reference : Parks, 1929

In 1901, wells production start 
declining severely, and in 1902, the 
storage tanks and the refinery 
were wiped out by fire, and the 
entire accumulated production 
completely disappeared.

Reference : Lauriston, 1922



Map of the Gaspé Oil-Fields

In 1902, R.W. Ells published a map of the Petroleum Oil Trust activities, including drilling site locations, 
oil seeps, structural elements, refinery location and the road built by the company.



Adding value by 
developping the 
railway access
Control the transportation of the 
refined oil to the market

Valorize the forestry and the 
mineral rights acquired inland

Raised about a starting 1,000,000$ 
in 1901 of a total investment 
reaching 4,500,000$ in 2010.

High competition from the 
concurrent promoters 

Incorporated in 1901, the Atlantic, Quebec and Western Railway (AQWR) 
which was chartered to build from Causapscal to the Baie de Gaspé.

Fifty miles (80.4 km) of track were opened in 1910 with the remaining 50 miles completed and opened in July 1912 (see Annett, 1983 for details). 



The failure…
In 1904, the Petroleum Oil Trust 
ceased its activities. The costs of 
working in remote areas, the fires of 
some wells and especially that of 
the refinery have greatly hampered 
the feasibility of the business. The 
assets were liquidated in 1905. 

The limited knowledge of the 
subsurface geology of the Gaspé
basin led POT to drill target around 
surface seepages in the hope to find 
close reservoir at depth. 
Unfortunately, the drilling work, 
which was not deep enough, did not 
reach the expected closed areas.

Geological failure :

In January 1911, Alfred William Carpenter's Charing Cross Bank 
failed for $8,500,000. On December 18th, 1911, the Jury find 
Carpenter guilty of obtaining money on credit by false pretences; 
they desire to recommend him to mercy on account of his age and 
temperament. 
It was asked to the Jury : By "temperament" you mean to say you 
think he was sanguine and believed in these ventures, although he 
fraudulently obtained the money for the purpose of carrying them on?
The Foreman: Unduly optimistic.

Financial failure :

Source : Lavoie et al., 2009 



But is really a 
failure…?
Basically, the drilling campaign 
made by POT indicate the existence 
of petroleum over a considerable 
area in this region, some part of 
which may perhaps furnish available 
quantities of this material.

In the 1960’s, geological models, geophysical surveys, and 
stratigraphic works gave new understanding of the Gaspe basin 
petroleum potential. 

In example, coring at Gulf Sunny Bank #1 in 1969 revealed the 
origin of the reservoir zone at the Sandstone/Limestone
contact.

Parent (2012)



Finding the 
reservoir
Another thing demonstrated by the 
work accomplished by POT is the 
relative inexistence of closure in the 
Devonian sandstone at shallow 
depth, at least under 500 meters . 

Drilling of deeper wells have clearly 
reveal the existence of an oil 
saturated fractured carbonate, the 
Forillon Fm, trapped under a regional 
mudstone seal  formed by the 
Shiphead Fm.

Marcil et al., 2013
Modified from Junex inc.



Galt #4 Horizontal Well Oil Discovery – Milestone for Junex for Quebec

 1st horizontal oil exploration well ever drilled by industry in Quebec

 Production test – oil production rates are highest ever seen in Quebec & 
translate into a commercial level of oil production

Reference : Marcil et al (2016)

The success
In 2015, more than a century after the 
first try to produce oil in Gaspé, Junex
announced that the Galt #4HZ 
obtained commercial rate of 
production. 



Petroleum Oil Trust's projects have led to several geological advances:

 Demonstrated the widespread occurrence of oil at depth in the Gaspé basin;

 Proved the excellent quality of the Gaspé light oil;

 Interested geologists around the world to explore the Gaspé Basin.

The impact of their work goes beyond geology alone and will have shaped the 
landscape of Gaspésie:

 Building forestry road and pipeline to access the inland resources;

 Developed a way of working in isolated forest sectors using new type of rigs.

Beyond the difficultly verifiable promotional aspects and financial shortcuts, it 
is undeniable that Petroleum Oil Trust acted as a pioneer of oil exploration in 
Canada and that they have given the envy to others to pursue even further the 
development of the Gaspé territory. This desire to explore is well 
demonstrated by the discovery of the Murdochville copper deposit in 1909, at 
the source of the York River, further west of the POT lands, where, precisely, 
the company wanted to pass its railway and enhance its mining rights.

Conclusions
More than a century ago, the 
remarkable efforts of the people at 
Petroleum Oil Trust were marked 
by hope and tenacity despite their 
relative lack of success. Time 
shows that their hard work has 
paid off and their vision of oil 
potential has finally proved right. 



Thank you for listening and for this exchange opportunity about 
the history of Gaspé Basin petroleum development

Special thanks to Denis Lavoie (Geological Survey of Canada), 
Marie-Pierre Huard (Musée de la Gaspésie), Kathleen Hulley

(Morrin Center), Mario Levesque (Utica Resources) 
and Mathieu Lavoie (Cuda Oil and Gas)

Image from J.-M. Fallu



A.P. Low (1883)

JS Marcil (2019) from Google Earth (2016)

Historical Challenges and Technological Breakthroughs


