Cruising the St. Lawrence River, Part One: Kingston to Quebec City
By Jim Hawkins and Ellie Adams

Our goal: the Canadian Maritimes. To get there we would take the St. Lawrence River. Would we, could we--dyed in the wool sail boaters--enjoy hundreds of miles of river travel? Or would it be merely something to get done and over as quickly as possible? What would it really be like? As it turned out, the river is a splendid experience with charm and moods of its own. To our surprise, we were able sail large portions of it, anchor out a lot, and do the things that cruisers love. 
But we still had a long way to go to get to the St. Lawrence itself. We’d made the trek from our home port of Bayfield, Wisconsin, to Lake St. Clair on an earlier excursion aboard our Baba 30 cutter, Meta Fog, and now we were looking forward to harbor hopping across Lakes Erie and Ontario on our way to the river.  Touching these waters for the first time after nearly 20 years of summer cruises on Meta Fog found us both full of anticipation.   

A comfortable sail to Pelee Island in Lake Erie was a happy start. But that was the last wind we were to have in either lake! Thrown in for good measure was a 16-hour grind through the Welland Canal. What if the St. Lawrence was just more of the same? We had lots of time to contemplate this less than inviting prospect.
Kingston to Montreal
Main Duck Island at the east end of Lake Ontario is noted as a “half-way” stop for boats transiting between New York harbors and Kingston, Ontario. It was a treat to unexpectedly meet two boats from Quebec City. They had come upstream arriving early for race week in Kingston. Now for the first time, we began to hear enthusiastic stories about the river from folks who live with it and know it well. Suddenly, our unsettled attitude about the river was being soothed by “locals” who love her. 
From Kingston, a great 16th century city, we headed for the Thousand Islands by way of the Canadian Middle Channel. There are actually 1800 little mountain tops within a 36 mile stretch. Some of them are 50 yards from each other. Many are smaller than a city lot and the ingenious Canadians have built quaint, gingerbread structures on them. Half of the Islands are parklands scattered and intermingled with the private ones. Each of the park islands has a trail around it. Hikes are up, down and around. Pink granite, green pines, blue sky, tiny houses growing out of the water. Nestled into the Boverage Island anchorage this first evening, a zephyr caresses Meta Fog as if to welcome her to the river.
A few days later, leaving the last of the Thousand Islands, we got our first real taste of the power of the river in the Brockville Narrows. For a couple of miles the river flows at nearly three knots. We would have a knot or two and sometimes a lot more, lugging us along from here on. It is possible to rush to Quebec City from Kingston in ten days or less hauled along by the river. The fact of the current can even make it hard to mentally slow down as the temptation to go fast is always just under the keel.
In Brockville itself, we topped off the diesel and re-supplied the galley just as the great northeast blackout shut everything down. The mood on shore passed from carefree to anxious concern as the extent of it became known. Then as terrorism was ruled out as the cause a party-time atmosphere gradually emerged. Boarding our self-sufficient home on the water, we crossed the river to Morristown, NY, anchoring for the night out of the fairway behind the floating breakwater. Very odd—no lights anywhere on shore, only our anchor light in the harbor.

The morning found us sailing under spinnaker and mainsail downstream to the Iroquois lock, one of seven locks between Kingston and Montreal. The Iroquois is simply a leveling lock and may drop you a few inches to a few feet. We were in and out of the lock in a few minutes not even tying to the wall. As we exited the lock, the wind piped up sometimes gusting to 30 knots. Sailing at hull speed and hurried along by the current, we careened through the buoys, ducked around the “big guys” and tweaked sails to match each twist in the channel.  
Exhausted, we dropped the hook northeast of the eastern-most of the Croil Islands in mud. A swim, an evening toast to the setting sun and dinner in the cockpit bracketed a joyous day. Anchorages like this one with a mud and grass/weed bottom are common all the way to Trois-Rivieres. Many are not described anywhere, just waiting to be found.  
The river passes through several “lakes” on its way to Trois-Rivieres, really just wide spots in the river. Unfortunately, one usually cannot divert outside the channel as the lakes are generally quite shallow. Nevertheless, we happily sailed across all of them as the prevailing westerlies stayed with us! 
Near the lower end of Lake St. Lawrence a buoyed secondary channel leads to Salaberry-de-Valleyfield. The small bay offers a pleasant stop before entering the Beauharnois Canal. It is open to the SW, but we were able to get far enough in to feel safe. The harbor is about twenty five miles short of Montreal. To our delight, the bus terminal was only a 20 minute walk. A bus and subway ride brought us within a couple of blocks of the old city. Alighting near the university, we stumbled into a swinging breakfast joint. A lively elderly couple testified to the quality of the food. The energy emanating from the students started our visit off with gusto.
The old city sizzles with restaurants, galleries, and delightful street entertainment. We were captivated by a superb mime as he joyfully worked children and others into his impromptu act without a word. He kept us mesmerized and laughing for the better part of an hour. The rousing Chinatown celebration exploded all around us with costumed dancers and a great banging of drums and firecrackers. We stole a before-dinner nap on the grass in the waterfront park and shuddered at the tortuous Lachine rapids as they boil past the heart of the city at 5-6 knots. We were so glad to have found Valleyfield!)
After sailing the length of Lake St. Louis, we planned to anchor in front of Ile Tekakwitha. But it was open to the same 25 knot wind that had blown us across the Lake. So we passed on through the last two locks and took a slip at the Longueuil Marina. We could have turned out of the channel leading into the marina to anchor among the moorings, but we are glad we did not because we met Paul. Paul had spent the summer in Newfoundland and was homeward bound. Over breakfast aboard, he inspired us confirming all of our aims in coming this way in the first place. The community of cruisers in action!
Montreal to Trois-Rivieres

While the leg from Montreal to Trois-Rivieres can be an easy one-day venture on the back of the considerable current, there was little wind so we anchored in a group of islands 10 miles downstream, a lovely quiet spot among low islands reminding us of the low country of South Carolina. We entered the anchorage between Ilet Vert and Ile Deslauriers and rounded carefully into the channel between Ile a L’Aigle and the unnamed islet to the east on the chart. We anchored in 12 feet in mud and a 2-3 knot current. Streaming a line astern, we jumped in for a “swim”, but it was more like hanging on for dear life!  To starboard, a peripatetic flock of bleating sheep circled their summer island grazing, staring and chattering, nervously eyeing us. The sheep eventually settled down, as did we closing the day with a glass of wine and a lovely Canadian sunset.  

Passing the islands just downstream of Sorel, we were again tempted to stop for the night, but we had wind! So we sailed on across Lake St. Pierre to anchor at Trois-Rivieres in the busy Riviere St. Maurice just west of Ile St. Quentin. The Island offered a wonderful walking trail. And later, we rowed our dinghy up the river to what looked like a small marina. We quickly realized it was a private estate, but it appeared no one was home.  Feeling adventurous and intending no harm, we hiked on through the grounds to the city street and found the ice we needed on board. Hoping no one had returned to close the big iron gate, we scurried back to our dinghy and made our escape. From idyllic island anchorage to urban trespassing in just one day. Ah, the cruising life!
Trois-Rivieres to Quebec City

Beyond Trois-Rivieres the river changes character as tidal influence becomes significant. The Richelieu Rapids lay along this 67 mile stretch and we were not a little intimidated by the idea of doing 13-14 knots over the ground in a skinny channel. What if fog rolled in, what if a strong wind attacked the opposing current? Could we finish the entire distance in our slow boat before the tide turned. A slow boat must leave Trois-Rivieres nine-ten hours before low tide at Quebec (even if this means maneuvering into the flood in the dark!). So we cracked the tide books figuring how to arrive at the halfway point in daylight at about local low tide after shooting the Rapids on what we hoped would be a slower current. 

Portneuf marina lay just after the Rapids. At the time, we did not have assurance that we could enter at low tide, but we now know we could have. One boat we learned about along the way anchored just downstream of the breakwater with a second anchor into deep water. And we knew we could tie up to the wharf as a last resort. A beautiful anchorage in sand lies directly across the river, but our decision to arrive at low tide eliminated that option. If the tide was still in our favor, we could go on another ten miles to the easy-to-enter Neuville marina. 
At low tide in this section everything dries out except the channel itself. As the water dropped, the ugly bottom loomed ominously:  Claws of rock rising on both sides of us, alive and hungry for the taste of small boats! Our eyes were glued to the depth sounder and ears to the hum of the engine. In the Rapids we pitched and yawed through the boils and rips. At one point the GPS showed 11 knots over the ground! And this was the slow current.
In this part of the river the current is still ebbing for an hour and a half or so after low tide. As the current was still with us, we were just able to make Neuville in time. The yacht club commodore stopped to chat, taught us more about the river, and invited us to join the club’s monthly pot-luck dinner. It was a hilarious evening in spite of the fact that we have virtually no French and Quebecers are reluctant to use anything but. The jokes would be told in French, and the English speakers would call “time out” every few sentences translating for us. Perhaps it was the wine, but we were elated at the hospitality. They seemed ever so glad to have us. As they said, “The American boats just fly on by out in the channel and we never meet any of them!”
Leaving just after high tide, we arrived at Quebec City awed by the posh Frontenac Hotel strutting high on the bluff. A stiff wind made us look like rank amateurs when docking, but after recovering our pride, we strolled into the old city. Each day we walked to another part of the city, one day for lunch, another for postcards, or dinner. We were captivated by the museum showing the most stunning Inuit art we had ever seen. We shopped the nearby farmer’s market daily feeling very European. The ferry goes daily to Ile D’Orleans for old world rusticating. You can rent bikes to tour the island on the quay by the marina.

We went whale watching in Tadoussac. The Grey Line bus got us out into the countryside along the river and the screaming Zodiac got us to the whales, fast. We saw dozens surfacing in the distance and Minkes as big as Meta Fog fifty feet away! In addition, we got a taste of the cold north side of the river, the tide boils we would need to avoid, and the Saguenay fjord.
Finally, we ran out of time. Motoring back upstream a half-hour to our winter haulout we felt both elation at completing another 800 miles of our adventure and sad that it was coming to an end for another year. Next season we will taste salt water, see more whales, and sail on down the St. Lawrence River to the Maritimes!debar
Navigation Aids:
Chartbook and Cruising Guide, Lake Ontario. Richardson Marine Publishing, $79.99. (Includes charts of the St. Lawrence to Cornwall)

Chartbook and Cruising Guide, Hudson River and Adjacent Waterways. Richardson  Marine Publishing, $69.99. (Includes charts of the St. Lawrence from Cornwall to Sorel)

Canadian Charts (Sorel to Quebec City): #1312-1315. Hydrographic Service, Canada. $17.95 ea.

Sailing Directions ATL 112. Hydrographic Service, Canada. $8.95.

Canadian Tide and Current Tables, Vol. 3. Hydrographic Service, Canada, $7.00.



Atlas of Tidal Currents, St. Lawrence Estuary. Hydrographic Service, Canada. $37.50.
St. Lawrence Seaway Pleasure Craft Guide, Great Lakes St. Lawrence Seaway System. Free
Guides:

Ports Cruising Guides: Lake Ontario and the Thousand Islands, Overleaf Designs, Ltd, $43.99. 

St.Lawrence River and Quebec Waterways. L’Escale Nautique, $9.95. (Cornwall to the Gulf of St. Lawrence, concise and detailed; the ONLY guide for the river below Quebec City.) 
Cruising the Rideau and Richelieu Canals. Skipper Bob, $10.00. (Kingston to Quebec City.)
Cruising Guide to the Hudson River, Lake Champlain, and the St. Lawrence River. Alan and Susan McKibben, Lake Champlain Publishing Co., $36.95. (Sorel to Quebec City.)
Special Note
Repair facilities are increasingly rare as you move downstream. Mobile units with trailers full of supplies can be called to your boat in some areas. The one full service yard frequently identified between Ontario and well downstream from Quebec City is the Boulet/Lemelin boatyard yachts@blyachts.com or 800 463 4571 in Sillery, near Quebec City. A tow, if needed, could be long and expensive. Towing insurance is recommended.   

