
 
 
 
 

 
 

OUR TRIP TO GASPÉ PENINSULA, 1954 
By Eleanor Cohen Jacobs (February, 2019) 

 

 

Raymond and I met in the summer of 1953. When I first saw his black-and-white photographs I knew I 
would fall in love with him. He showed me his prints of people from all walks of life: Coney Island, 
Broadway, Harlem, jazz clubs - photographs so strong they blew my mind. I had never seen anything 
like these before. I thought, "This is no ordinary guy. This man has an intense sensitivity and poignant 
view of life, even at its grittiest." There were many other reasons why I fell in love with Raymond, 
including that he was an adventurer and loved to travel to yet-to-be-discovered places.  

 
In the summer of 1954, Raymond suggested we go on a trip 
that would be both fun and to a place where he could 
photograph. We decided to head to Quebec, but had no real 
itinerary and ended up traveling on to the Gaspé Peninsula. 
 
Raymond had purchased a 1947 convertible Packard for $100 
for our transportation. He loved the outdoors so he decided we 
would go camping and use a pup tent as our sleeping quarters. 
We were all geared up with former U.S. Army equipment like 
sleeping bags and plastic dishes.  
 
Our first stop along the St. Lawrence River was where we set 
up camp. I mention this because I was far from a camping kind-
of girl. I didn't need luxury quarters, but an indoor room in a 
motel with a bed would have done! Raymond was a big guy, 6 
foot 1, and I was a normal-size young woman. We crawled into 
the tent, and into our separate sleeping bags and now I can say 
it - I was totally miserable. Not Raymond. He kept telling me he 
slept in worse conditions in the U.S. Army Signal Corps when 
he was stationed in France and Germany in the '40's.  And he 
loved it! 
 

As darkness set in we looked through the small window flap, out to the river, and were astonished to 
see that it was all lit up. “What's that?” Did certain fish illuminate at night? It was quite beautiful to 
observe, but also a little scary. Suddenly, we heard voices and a crowd appeared outside of our tent, 
yelling at us in French. “Get out quickly. There’s a forest fire all around you and it’s headed for your 
tent!” Fortunately, Raymond's service in France gave him enough understanding of the language to get 
us moving, pronto. Fish were not lighting up the water; the fire was reflecting off the river! 
 
The people were very friendly and one man suggested we go to his place. It turns out he was the Mayor 
of the town, who spoke no English. We sat in his living room facing him and a group of other folks who 
asked us questions about where we were from and why we were there. Then, as he looked closely at 
Raymond, the Mayor said, "You look like the Jew I buy my suits from in Montreal." It was just a 
statement, nothing hostile in his tone. We confirmed his comment: “Yes, Mr. Mayor, we are Jews.” Lots 
of greetings, friendly smiles, handshaking, ‘glad to meet you’ kind-of-comments followed, including 
overhearing, "I never met a Jew before." All okay. The subject was changed and we sat and talked 
through night. We were given a nice breakfast in the morning and then off we went, headed north on an 
unpaved road.  
 
The top of the Packard Convertible was always down and I was frozen, despite wearing winter jackets 
and scarves on my head (like Jackie Onassis later wore!). The roads were very rough and primitive as 
there was rarely any traffic. We were pioneer tourists in those years, on our way to the Gaspé Peninsula.  
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The Musée de la Gaspésie is a regional museum opens all year that promotes the history and the cultural heritage of the 
Gaspe Peninsula through multiple activities. It also houses an archives center and publishes the Magazine Gaspésie, dean of 
history magazines in Quebec. For more information, please visit the website at museedelagaspesie.ca 

 

When we arrived we were looked upon with curiosity and suspicion as we drove up the road in one 
small village in a car without a top! A crowd of kids of different ages came running over to examine the 
car and us. Fishermen and women in fish-bloodied aprons holding long, sharp knives stopped work and 
came to have a look.  
 
But it took one of the more courageous girls to ask us, in French: "Why is there no top on this car? Don’t 
you get wet when it rains?” Raymond understood her French and said: "There is a top to the car, but 
we fold it back because we like the fresh air when we are driving." "But it always rains here," she said, 
laughing. With that Raymond said "Watch this," and pressed a button to get the top part of the car to 
pop up from the back slit and cover the seats and us. The crowd was shocked and amused.  
 
We parked the car and wandered around the area. Raymond’s candid and spontaneous shooting 
process was simple. When he saw something, someone that moved or inspired him, he took a picture. 
As his photography mentor Lisette Model always said, ‘Don't talk, do.’  
 
The rawness of this hard-working community ignited Raymond’s creativity. He photographed the 
fishermen working at the water's edge, dealing with the catch-of-the-day, and the women doing their job 
of slitting open and cleaning out the bones, preparing the lot to be sold locally that day. 
 
Raymond photographed the men as they went out in rowboats, even in treacherous weather, and fished 
all day, if necessary to meet the quota of fish to support their families. In between helping their parents 
with the work, like children everywhere, they were laughing, playing, and carrying on.  
 
Raymond was shooting everything, including the magnificent seascapes; mountains lined with strips of 
fog, tones of black, grey, and white, an ideal subject matter for a photographer sensitive to the 
environment he found himself in. There we were, in this poverty area where some children had no shoes, 
on an island off the St Lawrence River, directly across from nature's most magnificent landscape. We 
recognized the irony. I don't think the residents thought about the beautiful landscape or anything except 
their survival. 
 
Raymond was in his element and produced one his strongest bodies of work on the trip. This was also 
one of our best travels together. 
 
The balance of the story is pretty funny. After driving hundreds of miles on unpaved Canadian roads 
south towards New York City in this old, rickety convertible, we arrived on Third Avenue and 74th Street, 
where I lived at the time. I have no idea how long it took us. As I got out of the passenger's front seat 
and slammed the door shut, we heard a frightening crash. I screamed and Raymond started looking 
under the car. “Guess what,” he sarcastically asked. “The engine just fell out!” We survived the trip but 
the car did not. Sadly, it was the end of the 1947 vintage Packard Convertible. 
 
 
To revisit Gaspé Peninsula after so many years, with our two daughters, for the occasion of celebrating 
Raymond’s awesome work debuting at the Musée de la Gaspésie is a dream come true. Raymond’s 
photographs from this area are amongst his strongest bodies of work; many of these images will be 
seen for the first time ever. I’m proud, honored, and thrilled, and I know that Raymond is smiling too. 
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