
Sailing the St Lawrence River

Fluvial artery of eastern Canada
flowing in the heart of Quebec



Your speaker: Gaël Simon

• (almost) Born on a boat in Québec city
• Raised on the water in Gaspé and on 

Orléans Island
• Sailed and raced the St Lawrence River
• CYA race official
• Founder of the CRYQ (2005)



From Lake Ontario to Anticosti Island

Flows North east
from the great lakes
to the Atlantic Ocean

Fresh water half way,
brackish then salty in
strong tidal currents



General geography

The linearity of the St Lawrence valley orientates the 
winds on its SW-NE axis. Prevailing winds will be from the 
SW and will bring nice and warm weather, while NE winds 
mean cold fronts and depressions from the great lakes.

Estuary: 
salty, cold

Upper river: 
fresh water flows 

downstream

Lower river:  
brackish, 

strong tides 

Gulf: salty, 
no current



Kingston, on Lake Ontario is the
Mecca of Canadian competitive sailing

Each summer around mid-august, CORK regattas 
welcome about a thousand sailboats and 10 000 tourists 
for a two weeks event that gathers Canada’s and 
American Great Lakes’ best sailors.

It’s also in this area that the Canadian sailing team trains



Kingston, Lake Ontario

• Lake Ontario is an inland fresh water sea
• Total surface area of 4,825,581 acres
• 168 n. miles long and 46 n. miles wide
• Rather deep (average of 283 feet)
• Plenty of desert islands and safe moorings

• Kingston is a military and historical town
• Approximately 165 miles east of Toronto



Lake Ontario

General eastward currents of 
about 1 knot can be expected, 
and Venturi effects are often 
increasing it to close to 2 knots 
in narrows between islands.

Early springs floating logs make 
night navigation dangerous.



After 170 miles and “Thousand Islands”
the River reaches the metropolitan area

Montreal is the economical capital of the Québec 
province. With it’s 1 620 693 people on the Island and  
another million on the surrounding islands and banks of 
the St Lawrence, it’s the province most densely 
populated area and most culturally active city.



Montréal

• A channel with several locks will take you 
around the south side of the island.

• Marinas are available on each shores
• One of them is right next to the casino,

Another one is downtown (Old Port area)

Casino from the river
Montréal’s Old port marina
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In Montréal, you will be understood 
in English everywhere in town

Lakes around Montréal are 
shallow and dangerous, stay 
in the well marked channels !

Expo ’67 Island 
with the Casino 
and “La Ronde”



From the Lake St-Pierre east, the river 
flows both ways with tidal currents

Trois-Rivières is situated about 75 miles downstream from 
Montréal. The River in this area is shallow and commercial 
traffic is heavy in the narrow channel. From this point, you 
should constantly be aware of the tides and of the resulting 
currents and take advantage of good timing in your plans.



Lake St-Pierre & Trois-Rivières

Marina
Lake St-Pierre’ s various 
ecosystems are threatened 
by lowering water levels

Sorel Islands are 
nice picnics spots 
for shallow drafts

Gentilly is Québec’s only 
nuclear power plant. 
Stay away from it’s 
infrastructures and docks

Port of Trois-Rivières



From Lake St-Pierre east, the River 
flows both ways with tidal currents

Between Trois-Rivières and Quebec City, the River gets 
broader, deeper, and safer, but the tidal currents get 
stronger because of the high amplitude (14-20 feet).

Quebec city’s 400th anniversary next year (summer 2008) 
will host tall ship visits and ocean races to France



Approaching Quebec City

The St Lawrence is 
about 1 n. mile wide 
before the bridges but 
2.5 to 4 knots current 
is usual in that area

Chaudière River Marina



In addition to the commercial 
(cargo) traffic that can be 
found elsewhere on the River,  
the eastern part of he river is 
very popular for cruise ships 
and sight seeing tour boats

Regattas are also much more 
common in this area than on 
the rest of the St Lawrence



The Québec City Old Port Marina is 
situated downtown Quebec City, and 
offers incomparable protection (a lock 
separate it from the rest of the old port 
installations) but the locks opening 
hours have to be taken in to 
consideration when planning your visit

The Quebec Yacht club is 
the second oldest yacht 
club in North America, 
and offers both mooring 
buoys and floating docks.

Downtown Québec City is separated 
in two main areas: “Old Québec” and 
commercial Ste-Foy, both on top of 
the plateau overlooking the River

Lévis’s Marina is 
also a good 
shelter but is 
further away from 
the attractions of 
Québec City

The Québec-
Lévis ferry 
has priority on 
all pleasure 
craft traffic

3 to 4 knots of 
current in both 
directions



MIL Davie Ship building dry 
docks and cranes are visible 
from several nautical miles

Québec’s Port and 
St-Charles river

Beauport Bay can be treacherous as the 
rocky bottom goes up quickly. This bay 
provide interesting counter currents, but 
the depth sounder has to be monitored…



Atlas of tidal currents of the St Lawrence

This atlas is necessary for accurate planning 
of your trips along the River. It shows for 
every hour the current speed and direction for 
tidal regions of the St Lawrence. It covers 
area several miles upstream from Quebec 
City to several miles passed Tadoussac.

In this example, we are looking at the current 
occurring 2 to 1 hour before low tide in Quebec City.

Don’t forget to adjust 
according to the tidal range 
of the day you plan to sail.

While using this tool, remember 
that winds along with the current 
will accelerate it, and that even 
light winds against the current 
will generate nasty short chop.



Downstream from Quebec City

Orléans island is a cute farmland area 
with strawberry fields and traditional 
villages. It is worth seeing if you want to 
visit Quebec’s countryside. There is a 
Marina in St-Laurent with visitor slips, 
and mooring near the power lines is a 
good protection against ebb current.

Avoid the channel north of the island.

The other Islands are nice to look at from the river, but strong
and complicated current patterns make it unsafe to anchor.

L’Isle aux Coudres is also 
a very nice Island to visit, 
it has a marina (high tide 
access only, boats rests 
in clean mud at low tide)

Around Cap Tourmente, 
weather is always worst 
than anywhere else.

Berthier and St-Michel are 
only accessible at high tide



The Saguenay Fjord meets the 
St Laurence River at Tadoussac

Tadoussac was France’s first trading posts on the banks 
of the St-Laurence river in 1599. It is the entry to the 
magnificent Saguenay Fjord and a very foggy and 
dangerous area to navigate. Waters form the Fjord, the 
River and the Gulf meet there and oppose their currents.



Tadoussac

Whale Watching is the main 
economic activity of the area

Prince shoal ‘s 
“top” lighthouse



Champlain 
realized 
early both 
the dangers 
and the 
importance 
of this site 
as we can 
see in this 
16th century 
map of the 
area.

FOG !

Ferry

Fjord

St Lawrence Estuary

Tadoussac bay and Marina

Mascaré

Mascaré: short and violent
chop resulting from the 
collision of the outward 
current of the Fjord with the 
incoming tide



The Saguenay Fjord is without 
any doubts the most beautiful 
area in the whole province of 
Quebec. With it’s whales, its 
high cliffs on both sides (900 to 
1200 feet), its salmon rivers, 
and its glacial valleys, it’s an 
area that amazes every visitor.

The topography of the fjord kept 
settlers at bay and kept the 
wilderness of it’s habitats safe.
The Saguenay St Lawrence National Marine Park now 
protects it while offering visitors the opportunity to observe 
the incredible variety of the fauna and flora that thrive in its
rivers, native boreal forests and marine ecosystems.

Saguenay Fjord

Béluga (white whale)

Baie Saint Marguerite



Saguenay Fjord

Marinas in Tadoussac and  l’Anse St-
Jean, Mooring buoys in Baie-Eternité
(my favorite spot) between Canada’s 
highest cliffs overlooking water.

River Section, 
shallow, urban

Lake St-Jean: 247 846 acre meteorite 
crater filled with pristine fresh water 
flowing from surroundings highlands

Fjord section, cliffs on each side, 
incredibly deep (1250 feet !), 
sparsely populated, mostly 
protected by the Saguenay St 
Lawrence National Marine Park.



North Shore and Gaspésie: the Gulf

Pointe-des-monts opens the estuary into the eastern 
most part of the St Lawrence: the Gulf. Between the 
beaches of the Gaspesian Peninsula and the rocky 
North Shore region, the St Lawrence Gulf hosts several 
archipelagos including the Mingan and the Magdalens

Magdalen 
Islands



Mingan Islands host 
some very interesting 
geological formations 
know as “flower pots”

Sept îles is a huge bay with seven islands 
protecting its narrow entrance. One of the 
most important oceanic ports on the east 
coast of Canada, second only to Halifax

Anticosti Island is 135 miles long and 30 miles wide. Deer were 
introduced in its wild boreal forest without predators and still thrive.

The coasts of Anticosti Island are inhospitable and dangerous. A 
rocky plateau surround the island just under the surface, which is 
one of the reasons why wrecks are scattered along its shore…

North shore and Anticosti



North shore and Anticosti

Penguins on Mingan Islands

Fisherman harbour on the North shore

Anse St-Pancrace, 
North Shore Vauréal falls, Anticosti Island



Gaspésie and Magdalen Islands

Magdalen Islands are mostly dunes and smooth hills 112 n. miles 
from the gaspesian coast. They are a popular destination during 
the summer, when the protected waters and beaches warm up.

The Gaspésie is a peninsula where fishing 
used to be the most important economic 
activity. Over fishing and climate change 
leave the population relying on tourism.

Most fishing harbours have infrastructures 
for pleasure crafts and locals are well-
known for their hospitality, especially in the 
Chaleurs Bay and on the Magdalens. 

Fishing is still very good in the Chaleurs
Bay wich is the border wit New Brunswick.

Famous “Rocher Percé”



Bonaventure Island, Gaspésie

Famous park for bird watching

I recommend sailing Gaspésian waters 
during summertime

Sailing the Gaspesian coast

Île d’Entrée, Magdalen Islands

Closest point to the Magdalen Islands along 
the Gaspesian coast



Links and references

• Wikipedia: St-Laurence river, and all cities
• CORK: www.cork.org
• CRYQ: www.cryq.org
• Quebec’s port: http://www.portquebec.ca/
• Quebec Yacht Club: http://www.ycq.ca/
• Fjord park: http://www.marinepark.qc.ca/
• Tourism Quebec:

http://www.bonjourquebec.com/



Questions, Comments ?


