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The St. Lawrence River is not just a river, not just a way to get from here to there. In the beginning it is almost not a stream at all, but instead a series of quiet interconnected ponds enfolding small islets of peace in a delicate embrace. Then, as if desperate for excitement, the river cranks into high gear and races forward through churning chutes of thrilling down rushing current. Finally, in a last magic act, the river transforms itself into a giant lake drawing the adventurous sailor to investigate every subtle nuance. One cannot ride this river without passion. One cannot merely pass down the river; one must experience every raw mood of this wonder of nature. You don’t just go down the river, you cruise upon it.

Kingston to Trois Rivieres

As we left Kingston, Ontario, Canada only the slightest current could be discerned. The several days we spent in the Thousand Islands following the Canadian Middle Passage seemed more like drifting from pond to pond immersed in a patchwork of a thousand small mountain tops poking up above the water. With the Park islands interspersed with the private ones, wilderness anchorages nestled beside islands capped with summer homes. Mansions sat on the larger private islands while funky cabins perched on and sometimes lopped over the edges of rocks little bigger than the structures they were supporting. The public islands all seemed to have hiking trails which we could not resist. 

At the downstream end of the Islands, through what is called the Brockville Narrows, the River kicks up her heels adding a brisk three knots to our own speed for a short distance. Here also we slipped for the first time into the St. Lawrence Seaway and confronted the huge ships which race up and down between the ocean and the Great Lakes. There are seven locks in this stretch of the river, all easy to manage. But between the locks the river widens out, in several locations wide enough to be called lakes. Because they are shallow, sailing outside the channel takes local knowledge, but because the prevailing wind is from the SW, we were usually able to sail between the locks and across the lakes, our sailing speed augmented by a one to two knot river current. Passing the giant freighters under sail close enough to bounce a rock off of them was anything but dull.

And then there is Montreal. You can park your boat far from the city and take public transportation in from Salaberry-de-Vallefield or Lachine upstream of the city or from Longueuil, directly on the opposite shore. Or you can tie up right in the old city if your engine can drag your craft upstream against the five-knot current gushing down the Lachine Rapids. Montreal’s old section is bustling with good food and attractions from mimes, to street music, to the daily parade from Chinatown drums booming and firecrackers exploding all around. We loved it. 

Quite overwhelmed by the urban experience, we were happy to find a quiet anchorage a few miles downstream from Montreal. We put the anchor down beside a small island holding a flock of bleating sheep. The anchor set itself well in grass and mud so, with a line streaming aft in the current for safety, we plunged in for an afternoon swim before settling into the cockpit to toast a lovely sunset with a glass of wine.  

Trois Rivieres to Tadoussac

For the next 100 miles or so, the River is a bit more of a challenge. It is now a tidal river. And the tides are, well, big. Twice a day the current, up to now carrying us easily downstream, reverses and flows the other way. A small underpowered sailboat, like ours, must pay attention to these reversals so as to take advantage as much as possible of the downstream flow minimizing the time spent bucking the incoming tidal stream. 

In addition, you must negotiate the Richelieu Rapids, a roller-coaster stretch of the river about a mile long with exceptionally fast current. If you pass through near low tide falling, as we did, the current is somewhat slower. But except in the buoyed channel itself, nothing but the uncovered bottom rock surrounds you on both sides. Slaloming along at 12 knots over the bottom produces the strange feeling that the huge stone monsters rising up beside you are alive and hungry. And slalom you do as the boils and rips kick your boat around like a mere bottle cork.  

Many cruisers ride the bucking bronco all the way to Quebec City in one day, but we say, “Why race?” Portneuf and Neuville marinas along the way beckon. And we know from personal experience, the locals delight in entertaining crews from far away with their French hospitality. With local knowledge you can even anchor after passing the Rapids across from Portneuf if you wish. 

Quebec City is a trip! With a tidal range up to 18 feet, a lock is required to stabilize the water level in the marina. You circle slowly in the outer basin surrounded by high walls until the lockmaster signals you to enter. Then, a few minutes later, you emerge into a huge marina with the great old city right there. Splendid! A ten minute walk takes you to delightful dining, museums, the old fort, the striking Frontenac Hotel guarding the whole scene. And if you want to feel very European, shop for fresh ingredients, as we did, daily at the nearby farmer’s market. 

Downstream from Quebec we ditched the Seaway in favor of the old sailboat channels, more interesting, safer, easier. You can sense the ancient beat of the river here. A short sail on a falling tide takes you first to Berthier-sur-Mer. Then you ride the tide again to St.-Jean-Port-Jolie. Access to the St. Roch Crossing, the natural route used before the Seaway was constructed, is straight forward from here. Again, rapid currents sluice you right through the heart of the river to Cap-a-L’Aigle well before the tide can turn against you. 

By now you will have noticed that the river has already widened into a tidal estuary. It is possible to sail back and forth across the river obtaining better sailing angles for the prevailing wind. Moreover, a marine park has been set aside for protection of whales. Sailing through it for the next couple of hundred miles you will have sightings of these magnificent sea creatures, sometimes very close aboard, everyday. Belugas are especially curious and you may, as we did, have one of them come right up under your hull to check you out.

The commercial harbor of Gros-Cacouna is, to be honest, not very interesting, but makes for an easily entered, secure anchorage and is a good starting place for the run to Tadoussac and the entrance to the Saguenay fiord. Spend a day or a week exploring this gash in the Laurentian shield. The currents where the Saguenay joins the St. Lawrence are the trickiest in the entire river, we think. Combined with a thick fog, these few miles can be utterly disconcerting. Beyond Tadoussac, attention to tides is still necessary up to about Rimouski, but they will no longer constrain your travel so much

Taddoussac to the end of the Gaspe’ Peninsula

If you have sailed the Chesapeake, Long Island Sound, or Lake Ontario, your experience on the remainder of the St. Lawrence estuary (no longer much like a river really) to the end of the Gaspe’ will be familiar. Easy day sails take you back and forth across the river out as far as Godbout on the north shore. Then the river blends imperceptibly into the Gulf of St. Lawrence. The Gulf itself resembles an even larger lake except, of course, for the salt water. 

Everyone’s passage will be different, but by combining marinas, wharfs, commercial harbors, and beautiful, protected anchorages you can assure a safe and delightful excursion exploring the nuances of river and shore. Stop in Grandes-Bergerron, but don’t try entering between two hours before and after low tide as the dredged channel has silted in. Anchor with many of your fellow cruisers heading up and down the river at Anse al’Original adjacent to the high hills of Parc du Bic. Meet ocean cruisers at Rimouski preparing for or just returning from offshore passages. Sail across to Anse-St.-Pancrase where the Baie Como Yacht Club has installed a floating dock. Take a warm fresh water bath in a “tub” also constructed by Club members. Re-supply with a stop at the yacht club in Matane; groceries, hardware stores and banks are nearby in the last community of any size on the river. Try the Club’s inexpensive and tasty breakfast. They’ll serve it early for you. 

Head back across the estuary to Godbout to tie to the high old wharf. See the truly unique Inuit art in the museum. Be sure to try their scrumptious traditionally baked bread. At Mont-Louis you can anchor out or tie to the wharf, but check on the fishing fleet so you won’t have to make way in the middle of the night. If you can, tuck in to Riviere-de-Madeline, so small it does not even show on the chart, but so well protected we felt secure waiting for a hurricane to blow by. Even though there is a proper marina in Riviere-au-Renard at the far end of the river, we chose to anchor inside the breakwater exactly where the “M” is on the chart for a quiet if windy night. 

The St. Lawrence River—what a misguided moniker! A St. Lawrence adventure is more like it. We loved it. We think you will too.

Sidebar 1

From the Great Lakes To The Ocean: St. Lawrence River or Erie Canal?

OK! The boat’s ready. Well, almost anyway. You’re more than ready: “Bahamas here we come!” 

But you live in Detroit. How will you get to the ocean? 

“The Erie Canal,” you reply without hesitation. 

Well, yes, but have you considered the other way? How about the St. Lawrence River? 

“Well, I’ve heard it’s too far…too cold…too hard…too slow…too foggy…too dangerous…”

We can see you have doubts. But it can be done. Here’s how.  

All Great Lakes sailors must escape to the ocean when they, at last, head south. The path down the St. Lawrence River is an alluring alternative to the Erie Canal/Hudson River route and its better known attractions. Since we have gone to the ocean both ways in our Baba 30 cutter, Meta Fog, we decided to compare the two routes, hoping to encourage more cruisers to consider the River. 

Regardless of which path you follow, you will want to reach Chesapeake Bay no later than October. If you depart the Great Lakes in June you can count on at least four months to reach the Bay before the northern sailing season closes down. This turns out to be enough time to roll down the St. Lawrence, bend around the tip of the Gaspe’ Peninsula, trace the giant curve between Prince Edward Island and New Brunswick and head back west along Nova Scotia. The trip from Kingston, Ontario, at the start of the River to Lunenberg, Nova Scotia, can be completed in as little as two months averaging 20 nautical miles a day more or less.  

If after thinking it over, you opt for the Canal, you will as we did have easy day sails and extensive time to loiter, see a show in New York City, and attend the boat show in Annapolis. The prize is a leisurely beginning. We even had time for a side trip down east as far as Roque Island in Maine. Marine services abound.   

Based on our experience, we expect that you will cruise the river as comfortably as your friends in the Canal, but you cannot be quite so devil-may-care. You will be mindful of the need to be well positioned in the fall for a dash to the Bay. Plan to be in Quebec City as early as Mid-July, but no later than August, 15. 

The River is quite different from the Canal. By comparison a mere handful of locks must be cleared. Between locks you can often shutter the engine and sail. The current under your keel kicks your speed up a knot or two. Once the river widens into an estuary, sailing is much like being in one of the Lakes. You will have opportunities to lay at anchor at night, interspersing marinas and wharves all the way to Nova Scotia. Tidal currents, new to most Lakes sailors, demand serious attention for only a few days from Trois Rivieres downstream to about Rimouski. Marine services are fewer and farther apart everywhere. So, like us, you will necessarily become more self-reliant.  

The weather everywhere will feel familiar to any Great Lakes crew. Fog may corral you for a few hours or a day. You will be on guard for hurricanes just as you are wary of violent cold fronts. We dallied safely in harbor twice allowing hurricane remnants to blow by uneventfully. 

Lunenberg, NS, is a realistic goal for early October. Now, pick a weather window for an offshore passage to Cape May, New Jersey, thence up Delaware Bay into the Chesapeake. This offers a good shakedown for crew and boat.  Alternatively, scoot overnight to Nantucket or the Cape Cod Canal, then pull another overnighter to Cape May. If you can leave Quebec City by mid-July, you may, if you wish, be able to dispense with the off shore work altogether. Regardless, the target of the Bahamas by January remains assured.

Sailing downstream from Quebec City, the Appalacians on your right the Laurentians on your left is nothing short of sheer cruising delight. You will spend a couple of weeks exploring the Gaspe’ (whales abound), another couple of cozy weeks luxuriating in the warm water of P.E.I., New Brunswick, and the Northumberland Strait (fog is rare), and the remainder of the autumn gunk holing in Nova Scotia (less fog in the fall). 

The River and Canadian Maritimes are wonderful cruising grounds. They are not to be missed. Fortunately, without much extra effort you can enjoy them on your way south and add cruising excitement as well!

Sidebar 2

Resources include: Cruising Guide to the St. Lawrence River and Quebec Waterways. L’Escale Nautique, $9.95us; Cruising the Rideau and Richelieu Canals, Skipper Bob, $12.00us. The Down East Circle Route, Yacht Pilot Publishing, $44.95us; Cruising Guide to the Gulf of St. Lawrence, Cruising Club of America, $25.00us. Cruising Guide to the Nova Scotia Coast, Cruising Club of America, $40.00us.      

Sidebar 3

Recommended boatyards: Quebec City: Boulet Lemelin Boatyard. http://www.blyachting.com.  888-463-4571. Gaspe’: Marina de Gaspe’. http://www.marinagaspe.com.  418-368-8141. Cape Breton: Island Resources, Ltd. http://www.dbmarina.com.  902-295-2434.

Sidebar 4

Canal travelers can change their minds in favor of the River path at the junction with the Oswego River turning north to re-step the mast and enter Lake Ontario at Oswego, NY. 

Travelers initially intent on the River route can change their minds in favor of the Canal by leaving Lake Ontario at Oswego, NY. Un-step the mast and take the Oswego River to the Erie Canal. If you have less than five foot draft, you may be able to turn south from the River at Sorel, Quebec, or north from the Canal at Albany, New York, to pass through Lake Champlain.

