St. Lawrence River Cruise, Part Two: Quebec City to the Gaspe Peninsula

By Jim Hawkins and Ellie Adams

We met Jean-Denis and Louise the previous year when we sailed Meta Fog down the St. Lawrence River to Quebec City. Now they unexpectedly come to wish us well as we prepare to head on downstream. At lunch on the sunny veranda overlooking the Yacht Club de Quebec, we excitedly exchange summer sailing plans. We tell our friends we will be traveling leisurely down river to the Gaspe’ before sailing on to the Magdelen Islands and the Bra D’Or Lakes by way of Nova Scotia’s Cape North. For starters, we will follow an “old sailboat channel,” upon leaving Quebec City instead of the Seaway.   

Later that same day, we eased Meta Fog out into the River and rode the ebb tide to Havre-de-Berthier-sur-Mer. Even before we got our lines secured, our neighbor opened a conversation, rather more of a lecture, from his boat across the dock. In English he presented a philosophy behind French Canada’s demand for autonomy. Then he invited us to a party that he decided to throw in our honor!  We grabbed some dinner and boarded his boat where a local couple just returned from a year sailing in Cuba and a man we came to call Hobo and his wife were already chatting. 

Hobo was introduced as having sailed the seven seas, built seven boats, and gone up and down the River seven times! Animated discussion ensued of where we should go, in French! Whenever a consensus arose, Neighbor translated for us. In truth, we learned a lot and absorbed the group’s enthusiasm about the river.
Happily, they told us that most boats can now enter our next harbor, Saint-Jean-Port-Joli, at any tide. We arrived there an hour before low tide. To be honest, it didn’t look possible as the shrinking channel was threatening to vanish between heaps of thick mud. But we were waived to a slip all the way in with plenty of water. Boats still touch bottom at low tide in some slips, but do not actually squish down in the mud as they once did.  

Most importantly, we were well set to make the St. Roch Crossing, a narrow channel through a generally shallow rocky bottom. Currents up to nine knots are found here! We left about three hours before high tide, sneaking down the Crossing before the current reached maximum ebb. We tied up at Cap-a-L’Aigle harbor of refuge well before the flood could turn against us. 
A marine park to protect whales stretches northward a couple of hundred miles. We were more than ready to see some of the magnificent creatures. Winds were light. We were barely holding our own against the current when three belugas surfaced a couple of hundred yards to starboard. Transfixed, we held our breath as they frolicked for several minutes before sounding. After a few more minutes of scanning the river, we settled back only to be startled again as a huge chalk-white beluga nosed up right under our stern! A minute later our friendly beluga, apparently its curiosity satisfied, was gone. 
The commercial harbor at Gros-Cacouna is boring and unattractive. But it provides a convenient, protected anchorage with good holding and no wharf fees. We quickly sailed on down the river on the next tide giving the Isle Rouge shoal wide berth before taking the westerly wind across to Grandes-Bergerrones. 
In contrast to our usual practice, we did not call in before entering, but just went on into the dredged channel between the rocky outcroppings. The cruising guide said we could enter even at low tide. But silting has entered both sides of the channel near the red buoy nearest the docks, but we were ignorant of this fact. With pure dumb luck we slithered between the two shallows! 
Tying to so many docks left us yearning for a beautiful anchorage. We might have anchored at Ile du Bic, but Hobo said the anchorage there made him feel “lonely”. We think Hobo’s meaning suffered in the translation and that he really meant he felt “vulnerable”. So we passed it up and headed instead for Havre du Bic which he preferred. But boat after boat was pouring into Anse-a-L’Original a mile upstream. So as not to be “lonely” we joined the parade and we are glad we did. The anchorage is truly beautiful surrounded by the high hills of Parc du Bic. Out of sight are the town, the road, and any sign that we were anywhere but in a remote wilderness. 
At Rimouski, we began to see boats outfitted for ocean cruising and to meet the likes of Yves and Andre on a shake-down cruise preparing for the Bahamas next year. One family had just returned from a year in those islands. And we briefly met the owner of a small, salty wooden schooner. His insouciant mop of gray hair complemented the blue and gray of his good old boat. We just call him, Wooly Head.  

Yves and Andre said we just had to visit Anse-Saint-Pancrase, a long day-sail to the cold north side of the now much wider river. The wind was good, the weather fine, the tides no longer much of a constraint, so why not. They would join us there. Anse-Saint-Pancrase is very deep so the Baie Como yacht club has installed a long floating dock. The dock sits within a high cul-de-sac, waterfalls pouring down from each side. A Minke whale and a large shark came by close enough to spit on. And we took a bath in the “tub”, a pool contained by rocks cleverly placed to capture a flow of warm fresh water.  

The last community of any size as we went east on the river is Matane, our last chance to easily re-supply. The pleasure boat marina is owned and operated by yacht club volunteers. A small restaurant serves inexpensive meals including an early breakfast. The laundry was free. A new shower facility was the best we found but lacked the aesthetics of the “tub”. We got to know the Canadian Tire store, the two supermarkets, banks, etc. well. Our folding luggage carrier got a workout. 
We must not have been done with the north side of the river as we crossed yet again, this time to Godbout. Only after we arrived did we understand that the entire area inside the breakwater is utilized by the car ferries. The only place to tie was a wharf in some disrepair, a very high wharf! The top of the wharf seemed like it was even with our spreaders. How in the world do we do this?! To our surprise, Wooly Head was already there with his little schooner, tied on and riding easily. He hollered directions down to us. We threw him our lines and he tied them off. He taught us how to tend lines as the tide rose and fell and generally watched out for us while we were there. 

A handful of fancy restaurants and B&B’s are strewn along the only street. The Inuit museum is a find. The curator, who was among the early collectors, showed the most unique pieces we have seen. They also baked superb traditional bread in a small wood-fired oven.

At Mont-Louis back on the Gaspe in deteriorating weather, we had a choice of anchoring or tying to the wharf. While we were going in circles debating the issue, the skipper of Gaspesie #22, an old style fishing schooner he is rehabilitating, hailed us to raft along side. We gratefully accepted his offer then spent a half-hour getting acquainted. Asked where he was heading, he said, “I don’t know. I’ll just stop for the season where ever I happen to be when the ice gets too thick to sail!”  Then he roared off in his late model Porsche. Who was that masked man? Hi-Yo, Silver. Away!  
We tucked into Riviere-de-Madeline because the winds were forecast to go east against the Gaspe current which can produce a severe, sometimes dangerous chop. There are quite a few summer people here many of whom speak English. If you express a need for something, you had better be ready to go right then, as they grab your arm, plunk you in a car, and take you there! We trekked up and over the mountain on a day-long hike to see a salmon ladder, had a nice dinner out another day, spent some time with an old-timer telling World War II river stories. We “waited for weather” three days and had a great time. 
At Riviere-au-Renard, we anchored in the commercial harbor to avoid yet another slip fee finding good holding in mud right where the “M” is on the chart. Not for the first time katabatic winds blew fiercely all night in fair weather. 

Anse-a-Beaufils is the Timbuctu of the Gaspe, a cross-roads port for boats going to and coming from the River, the Northumberland Strait, Chaleur Bay, and the Magdelen Islands. We enjoyed the crews waiting with us for the remnants of a hurricane to blow by: the family on the brand new Beneteau 49 eager to share their knowledge of the Magdelens; the modest couple on an Alberg 29 who purchased an anchor “all the way from Europe”, but lacked confidence to use it because they’ve always tied to wharfs; the physician cruising for the first time on his Corbin 39 after 20 years beautifully fitting out the bare hull and naming it fittingly, “Postpartum”. 
Now at the end of our St. Lawrence River cruise, we hiked woodland trails and drank coffee on the wharf each morning. We were safe and ready for our run to the Magdelens.   
