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The famous cannonball in the tree is actually a bomb! 

Everyone familiar with 
Old Quebec is familiar 
with the tall old elm 

tree on Rue Saint-Louis at 
the corner of Rue du Corps-
de-Garde, and what appears 
to be a large cannonball 
trapped in its gnarly roots. 
Calèche drivers slow their 
horse’s gait to point it out 
to their passengers. Curious 
passers-by invariably stop 
and try to figure out how the 
cannonball could have gotten 
there, and when. 

In an article in the June 
2015 issue of Prestige maga-
zine, historian Jean-Marie 
Lebel offers the intriguing 
story and the probable reason 
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This photograph appeared in a tourist guide printed in the early 1900s by Frank Carrell, 
publisher of the The Daily Telegraph. The cannonball, or bomb, can be seen next to the 
sidewalk at the corner of Maison Péan, at the foot of what must be a younger version 
of the giant elm tree, just to the left of it. 

As this stately elm tree grew in height and girth over the past century, it entrapped the 
large cannonball in its roots. According to local lore, the cannonball was placed near 
the corner of the house to protect it from being damaged by the wheels of wagons 
passing too closely. 

for the large metal orb held 
fast in the tree’s roots. The 
following information was 
based on Lebel’s text:

At last, says the historian, 
we have the elements to 
solve the mystery. This large 
tree is an American elm. 
There were a good many of 
these trees on the hill when 
Champlain founded Quebec 
City in 1608.

Our famous tree with the 
cannonball lodged in its 
roots has not had an easy 
life. It grew so close to a large 
stone house, known as the 

‘Maison de Madame Péan,’ 
that it could not spread its 
branches. The mistress of 
Intendant Bigot lived in this 
house during the last years 

of New France. After a fire in 
1791, the house was restored 
and has belonged to the 
military [the Department 
of National Defence] since 
1811. It is now divided into 
large apartments and serves 
as housing for the families 
of officers of the Canadian 
Armed Forces. 

Louis Parrot, for many 
years a professor of Forestry 
at Université Laval, finds it 
admirable, but not astonish-
ing, that our elm tree has 
survived. Elms, he says, are 
very resistant trees which 
can adjust to tough urban 
conditions. It is probably 
because of its isolation that 
this particular tree has 
managed to escape Dutch 

elm disease, a fungal infec-
tion spread by the elm bark 
beetle that has killed many 
other elm trees in Quebec 
City.

The metal ball is in fact 
a bomb! Lead cannonballs 
are much smaller than the 
large metal ball caught in 
the roots of this mighty elm. 
This is a hollow projectile 
which would be loaded with 
incendiary material and 
ignited with a wick. In 1759, 
the British artillery fired 
great numbers of these large 
balls into the city. However, 
although we know ours is 
a [no longer dangerous] 
bomb, we continue to call it 
a cannonball.

There are many theories 

that might explain the can-
nonball in the roots of the 
tree. During the bombard-
ments of 1759, it might have 
landed there, at the foot of 
the young tree, and as it 
grew, little by little the roots 
surrounded it. Some people 
say that the cannonball was 
placed there by the military 
personnel living in Maison 
Péan, and others say the 
taxi drivers of near-by Place 
d’Armes put it there. But we 
can all agree on one point: 
the tree was there before the 
cannonball.

According to historian 
Jean-François Caron of 
Parks Canada, the can-
nonball was soldered to 
a metal post and pushed 

into the earth, so that no 
one could move the heavy 
object. The large ball acted 
as a chasse-roue or wheel 
guard, protecting the corner 
of the house from damage by 
wagons turning the corner 
into the side street. 

We don’t know when this 
cannonball became a wheel 
guard, but we know it was 
at the beginning of the 1900s. 
One day, the seed of an elm 
tree, probably from one of the 
trees in the Parc du Cavalier-
du-Moulin, at the end of the 
Rue du Corps-de-Garde, took 
root near the corner of the 
house. As the young tree grew, 
it enveloped the cannonball 
resting near its base, and 
gradually entrapped it. 
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American eels (Anguilla 
rostrata) are from “the 
most ancient lineage 

of fishes,” a characteristic 
that “makes them full of 
surprises” for scientists, 
according to Université Laval 
researcher Scott Pavey. As 
Pavey explained, “There is 
only one population in the 
entire species of American 
eels. They all breed in the 
Sargasso Sea, near Bermuda, 
and they're a really strange 
fish because of this mating 
system.”  

Eel migration is also 
unusual compared with that 
of more familiar fish. Juvenile 
eels hatch far offshore in 
saltwater and then come to 
shore and swim upstream 
in freshwater rivers and 
their tributaries. In contrast, 
salmon spawn in freshwater 
and then swim downstream 
to the ocean, where they 
mature before returning 
upstream. 

 Pavey finds eels “really 
fun” because they have “a 
different solution to every 

problem.” Examples: eels can 
leave water voluntarily and 
climb dams or propel them-
selves over wet grass; they 
are highly cannibalistic; they 
swim like snakes; and despite 
eels’ commercial importance, 

“it's impossible [for people] 
to replicate eels’ entire life 
cycle in captivity.”

 Glass eels (transparent 
in the juvenile stage; you can 
see their bones and beating 

hearts) are captured and 
raised for sushi and science, 
among other things, but this 
is no simple task. “You go 
out at midnight, during a 
high tide on the full or new 
moon,” Pavey explained. “You 
use dip nets to catch them 
as they swim up from the 
St. Lawrence into tributar-
ies.” Wearing a headlight, 
researchers blindly dip nets 
into the water where they 

hope eels will be. Chuckling, 
Pavey added, “After each 
dip, you have to look really 
carefully for something that’s 
more or less invisible.” 

Recent research by Pavey's 
colleagues focused on differ-
ences between eels that 
migrate from the Sargasso 
Sea all the way to Lake 
Ontario and eels that have 
been transplanted into that 
lake from Nova Scotia. 

Transplanted eels grow 
very differently from “native” 
eels. Upper St. Lawrence/
Lake Ontario (USLLO) eels 
were found to be large, slow-
growing, and predominantly 
female. The transplants grew 
much faster, matured within 
a few years, and included 
more males.

These findings led Pavey's 
supervisor, Louis Bernatchez, 
to challenge a widely held 
a ssu mption a mong eel 
researchers. Because all 
American eels breed together, 
they were long thought to be 
genetically interchangeable. 

Bernatchez's team tapped 
into an extensive network of 
academic and commercial 

collaborators in Ontario, 
Quebec, and the Maritimes, 
who collected tiny samples 
from wild eel fins. Pavey's 
colleague Eric Normandeau 
extracted DNA from each 
sample, and the McGill 
Génome Québec Innovation 
Centre analysed it. 

The results have turned 
eel science on its head. 
Published in late May in the 
scientific journal Current 
Biology,  Pavey ’s paper 
reports that USLLO eels are 
genetically distinct from 
those found in the brack-
ish and saltwater regions 
of the Maritimes and New 
England.

According to Pavey's 
article, the USLLO popula-
tion has declined by 99% 
in the past 40 years mainly 
due to hydroelectric dams, 
over-fishing, and pollution. 
Historically, eels were widely 
abundant; they remain a par-
ticularly important species 
for local First Nations. But, 
as 99.9% of eels in the USLLO 
region are females, all of 
which breed in the Sargasso 
Sea, the decline of this local 

population is a huge conser-
vation issue.

 Knowing USLLO eels are 
genetically distinct justifies 
efforts to preserve them. 
Pavey disagrees with raising 
locally-caught glass eels in 
hatcheries because hatchery 
fish do not behave “normally.” 
Instead, he said, easing their 
passage around dams is key 
to bolstering the population. 

 Pavey stressed that 
“hydro companies have…
installed fish ladders so the 
eels can climb around dams, 
and they trap and truck eels 
around dams when the fish 
are migrating downstream.” 

 USLLO eels live so long 
(sometimes taking over 20 
years to mature) that any 
population upswing will be 
gradual. Pavey confirmed, 
though, “There's a lot of in-
terest from many different 
groups – energy companies, 
commercial fishermen, re-
searchers, and people who 
just like eels. So even though 
recovery is a long-term en-
deavour, there's good support 
for it.”

A highlight of Dr. Scott Pavey’s eel research was fishing 
for juvenile glass eels - in pitch dark, at midnight on a full 
moon - in a St. Lawrence tributary. Illustration developed 
with permission from photographer/Department of Fisheries 
and Oceans researcher Roberta Miller.


