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Portrait

Rich in history and architecture, magnificent Québec City is set amidst an exceptional natural landscape. Even though Québec City is one of the oldest cities in North America and the oldest in Canada, it is firmly turned to the future. The Haute-Ville (upper town) sits on a promontory, Cap Diamant, which is more than 98m high and juts out over the St. Lawrence River. During his third trip, Jacques Cartier called this rocky outcrop “Cap aux Diamants,” believing he had discovered diamonds and gold here. But he quickly learned that these precious stones were nothing more than common fool’s gold and quartz. Nevertheless, Cap Diamant became the future site of Québec City when Samuel de Champlain established a fur trading post and fortified buildings, creating the settlement known as the “Abitation.”

This location played a strategic role in New France’s defence system. Here the St. Lawrence River is only 1km wide, and it is this narrowing of the river that gave Québec City the name “Kebec,” an Algonquin word meaning “place where the river narrows.” Perched on top of Cap Diamant and surrounded by major fortifications from very early on, the city is commonly dubbed the “Gibraltar of North America.”

This fortification did not succeed, however, in driving back the English troops who finally captured the city at the Battle of the Plains of Abraham. Yet the French colony managed to retain its cultural identity after the Conquest. Well protected inside its walls, Québec City’s heart continued to beat, making it the centre of French Canadian culture in North America.

In 1985, in order to preserve and promote Québec City and its cultural treasures, UNESCO declared the city’s historic area—the only walled city in North America north of Mexico—the continent’s first World Heritage Site.

Affectionately known as the “Vieille Capitale” (Old Capital), but usually simply called “Québec” by the Québécois, Québec City is the soul of the French-speaking Americas. Thousands of tourists visit it every year and marvel at the city’s many charms, its European atmosphere and its inhabitants’ joie de vivre and hospitality. The architecture and narrow cobblestone streets give the city its character. A romantic place that never fails to fascinate, Québec City has been a source of inspiration to artists for more than three centuries. It is a delight for both the eye and the soul. This little gem is irresistible and whether you visit in the summer, winter, spring or autumn, you cannot help but give in to its charm.

Geography

Québec City covers an area of 450km2 and has a population of more than half a million people, mostly French-speaking. Its eight boroughs—La Cité, Les Rivières, Sainte-Foy–Sillery, Charlesbourg, Beauport, Limoilou, La Haute-Saint-Charles, and Laurentien—are each divided into a patchwork of different neighbourhoods.

Downtown Québec City occupies the Saint-Roch neighbourhood in the Basse-Ville area. The Haute-Ville (upper town) and Basse-Ville (lower town) are an easy geographical reference commonly used by the city’s residents. You’ll have no trouble telling the first, with its prosperous buildings atop Cap Diamant, from the second, an area with working-class roots spreading from the foot of the cape.

History

The First Europeans

The first Europeans to reach the coast of North America were the Vikings, who explored the region in the 10th century. They were followed by whalers and fishers in search of cod. However, beginning in 1534, Jacques Cartier made three journeys that marked a turning point in this segment of North American history and were the first official contacts between France and the New World. Cartier’s mission for the king of France, François I, was to discover a passage to the East and find the gold and other riches that France needed so badly at the time. After Cartier’s failure to fulfill his mission, France abandoned these new lands, considering them unimportant.

A few decades later, the considerable profit that could be made in the fur trade rekindled French interest in New France. In 1608, Samuel de Champlain chose the site where Québec City is now located to set up the first permanent trading post. Champlain was surprised not to find the Aboriginal people that Cartier had described following his journeys. During this time, the sedentary Iroquois who farmed and hunted had moved south and were replaced by the nomadic Algonquins who subsisted on hunting and gathering. The Algonquins became France’s main allies. Unlike the Iroquois, they did not have a very strong sense of land ownership and did not show any resistance when the French settled on their territory. The Algonquins agreed to take part in the fur trade with the French.

To understand Québec City’s place in history, one must appreciate all the advantages of its location. Perched atop Cap Diamant, the city occupies a strategic location overlooking what at the time was the only waterway leading to the North American interior. When Samuel de Champlain decided to establish the first permanent fur-trading outpost and built a fort around the few existing buildings here, it was primarily because of Cap Diamant’s strategic advantages. Here, the river narrows considerably and it is easy to block passing ships. Champlain had a wooden fortress built here, which he named the “Abitation.” It enclosed the trading post and the homes of various fur traders.

During that first harsh winter in Québec City, 20 of the 28 men that were posted there died of scurvy or malnutrition before ships carrying fresh supplies arrived in the spring of 1609. When Samuel de Champlain died on Christmas Day, 1635, there were about 300 pioneers living in New France.

Between 1627 and 1663, the Compagnie des Cent-Associés held a monopoly on the fur trade and ensured the slow growth of the colony. Meanwhile, French religious orders became more and more interested in New France. The Récollets arrived first, in 1615; they were later replaced by the Jesuits, who began arriving in 1632.

Important Dates In Québec City’s History

1525: Basque fishermen range up the St. Lawrence River and around the Rivière Saguenay.

1535: Jacques Cartier reaches the mouth of the Rivière Sainte-Croix (today called Rivière Saint-Charles), near the Iroquois village of Stadaconé. He is welcomed by Donnacona, the village chief.

1608: On July 3, Samuel de Champlain founds a fur trading post on the Native site called “Kébec,” under the governorship of Pierre Dugua, Sieur de Mons, who holds a trade monopoly. He has an “Abitation” built here.

1615: The Récollets arrive in Québec City.

1617: The Parisian apothecary Louis Hébert moves to Québec City, becoming the first true colonist in New France.

1625: The Jesuits arrive in Québec City.

1627-1663: The Compagnie des Cent-Associés becomes responsible for populating the colony. The company’s chief shareholders include such figures as Samuel de Champlain and Cardinal de Richelieu.

1629: Québec City is captured for England by the Kirke brothers; the Récollets are expelled.

1632: The treaty of Saint-Germain-en-Laye returns New France to French control.

1639: The Ursuline nuns and Marie de l’Incarnation (Marie Guyart) arrive in Québec City to teach young girls.

1659: Monseigneur François de Laval arrives to serve as the first bishop of New France.

1663: Québec City becomes the capital of New France. Some 550 people now live in Québec City, with a further 1,400 colonists living in the hinterlands.

1665: Jean Talon arrives and takes office as Intendant of New France.

1670: The Récollets return to New France.

1672-1682: First mandate of Louis de Buade, Comte de Frontenac et de Palluau, as governor of New France.

1686: Place Royale is created in Québec City and a bust of King Louis XIV is installed.

1689-1698: Second mandate of Frontenac as governor of New France.

1690: Facing Québec City with his fleet, English Admiral William Phips orders the French to surrender. Governor Frontenac responds to Phips’ emissary with the famous words, “I will not make you wait so long. No, I will not answer your general but with the mouths of my cannons and with gunfire; let him learn that this is not the way to address a man like me. Let him do his best, as I will do mine.” He succeeds in repelling the English assault.

1711: Part of the fleet of British Admiral Hovenden Walker, on its way to attack Québec City, is shipwrecked by bad weather north of Île d’Anticosti on the reefs of Île aux Œufs. Walker retreats.

1737: The Chemin du Roy is opened between Montréal and Québec.

1756: Start of the Seven Years’ War between France and Great Britain, as well as between Austria and Prussia.

1759: On 13 September, British troops under General James Wolfe land at Anse au Foulon and scale Cap Diamant, ambushing the French troops under General Montcalm and defeating them in the brief Battle of the Plains of Abraham.

1763: The Treaty of Paris ends the Seven Years’ War; among other provisions, it cedes New France to Great Britain.

1763-1791: following the British Conquest, the former capital of New France becomes the capital of the Province of Quebec.

1775: The American army invades Québec City. The American commander Richard Montgomery and much of the American force are killed in battle.

1791: The Constitutional Act of 1791 divides Canada into two parts: Lower Canada (now southern Québec) and Upper Canada (now southern Ontario).

1791-1841: Québec City serves as the capital of the colony of Lower Canada.

1792: Québec City is incorporated by royal proclamation.

1820-1830: The Citadelle is built to plans by Elias Walker Durnford.

1832: The legislature of Lower Canada votes to charter the Cité de Québec.

1837-1838: The Patriotes Revolt.

1840: Upper and Lower Canada are merged into the Province of Canada.

1844: Québec City’s first French bookstore is opened by the Crémazie brothers.

1845: Fires ravage the neighbourhoods of Saint-Roch and Saint-Jean.

1852: Université Laval is founded in Québec City.

1852-1856 and 1859-1866: Québec City is the capital of Canada.

1854: The seigneurial system is abolished.

1857: Ottawa obtains the title of capital of Canada; the government moves there in 1866.

1866: Second fire in the Saint-Roch district.

1867: Birth of the Canadian Confederation. The province of Québec is created with Québec City as capital.

1870: Third fire in the Saint-Roch district.

1877-1886: Construction of the Hôtel du Parlement (Québec National Assembly building) to the plans of Eugène-Étienne Taché.

1877-1896: Construction of the Hôtel de Ville (city hall).

1881: Faubourg Saint-Jean and Faubourg Saint-Louis burn to the ground.

1892: Construction of the Château Frontenac begins, to the plans of American architect Bruce Price.

1896: The newspaper Le Soleil, offspring of L’Électeur, begins publication. The official journal of the Liberal Party of Canada and the Québec Liberal Party, L’Électeur had counted Canadian prime minister Wilfrid Laurier and Québec premier Honoré Mercier among its founders.

1899: The Saint-Roch neighbourhood again burns down.

1907: The Pont de Québec collapses during construction.

1916: The Pont de Québec collapses a second time during construction.

1918: Anti-conscription riots break out. The army fires on the crowd, killing four in the Saint-Sauveur neighbourhood.

1919: The Pont de Québec, the world’s longest cantilever bridge, is officially opened. The bridge crosses the St. Lawrence, linking Québec City on the north bank to Lévis on the south by train.

1929: Inauguration of the road crossing on the Pont de Québec.

1932: Inauguration of the Palais Montcalm in Québec City.

1943 and 1944: During the Second World War, Québec City hosts two conferences of the Allies at the Château Frontenac and the Citadelle. The 1943 conference brings together US President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, Canadian Prime Minister William Lyon Mackenzie King, and Chinese foreign affairs minister T.V. Soong. Churchill and Roosevelt return for the 1944 conference.

1957: The Aéroport de Québec is opened in L’Ancienne-Lorette.

1963: A monument to Queen Victoria is bombed with dynamite.

1964: Queen Elizabeth II, Queen of Canada, visits Québec City. A demonstration is violently put down by the police, an event known as “Samedi de la Matraque” (Truncheon Saturday).

1966: The Dow brewery closes its Québec City factory after 16 people die from drinking its beer.

1971: Inauguration of the Grand Théâtre de Québec.

1984: Corporal Denis Lortie kills three people at the National Assembly.

1985: Vieux-Québec, Québec City’s historic district, is named a World Heritage Site by UNESCO, North America’s first.

1988: Inauguration of the Musée de la Civilisation in Québec City.

1995: Québec City loses its hockey team, the Québec Nordiques, to the U.S. state of Colorado. Ironically, the Colorado Avalanche win the Stanley Cup that same year.

2000: The National Assembly passes a law to merge numerous municipalities in Québec. 

2001: Québec City hosts the third Summit of the Americas, whose goal is to create the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA). The event is most remembered for the large security barrier around the conference site and clashes between police and anti-globalization protesters.

2002: The new, merged city of Québec, divided into eight boroughs, is established on January 1.

2006: After 75 years, the Jardin Zoologique du Québec, Canada’s oldest zoo, closes.

2007: The Fontaine de Tourny is inaugurated in front of the National Assembly, a 400th birthday gift to Québec City from the Simons family, owner of the department store chain.

2008: Québec City celebrates its 400th anniversary with a lavish year-long series of festivities.

The 17th Century

Despite the presence of major tributaries nearby––water being the only efficient means of transport and communication at the time––Québec City was never able to profit as much from the fur trade as Montréal or Trois-Rivières. Throughout the 17th century, merchants, farmers and craftspeople came to settle in Québec City and its surrounding region. The city’s economy diversified, namely thanks to its port (which became one of the busiest in the world), its shipbuilding yard and its lumber, which was exported mainly to France. The fur trade, however, remained the leading area of economic activity up until the beginning of the 19th century.

During the 17th century, Québec City became one of the most important centres of commerce in the New World. It was the apex of an economic triangle formed by Acadia, New France and Louisiana, and would become the seat of French power in the Americas. Also, since religious institutions and political powers looked for protection inside the walls of the Haute-Ville, Québec City quickly became the political, administrative and military centre of New France.

Many colonists settled in Québec City. The Basse-Ville (lower town) developed rapidly, expanding to the point where it was necessary to fill in parts of the St. Lawrence River to gain more land. At this time, the risk of fire was great because of the densely packed buildings and the use of wood as the main construction material. In August 1682, flames devastated the Basse-Ville, and the city was later rebuilt according to new standards requiring the use of stone instead of wood for building construction. Unfortunately, many inhabitants did not have the money to abide by these new requirements and were forced to build outside the city walls, creating the first suburbs. Most of the stone houses in Vieux-Québec today date from this period.

Rue Des Pains-Bénits

If you visit the city during the holidays, consider visiting Place Royale, especially on January 3. This is the feast day of Saint Geneviève, patron of Paris, which is celebrated at Église Notre-Dame-des-Victoires where a chapel and altar were dedicated to the saint in 1724. 

On this day, blessed bread rolls are distributed to the people. Tradition holds that the little rolls are especially good luck for mothers and the unemployed. During the siege of Paris by the Franks, the courageous saint is said to have given out bread to feed the besieged citizens, and today is invoked against famine. The little street that runs along the east side of the church is called Rue des Pains-Bénits (blessed bread street). As you eat your bread, take a look at the nativity scene inside the church.

The French-British Rivalry

The economic and strategic importance of Québec City made it a choice target very early on and the capital of New France had to defend itself against a covetous England. The conflicts between France and England had repercussions on the North American colonies, even though the various declarations of war and peace treaties were the result of European politics and had nothing to do with the affairs of the colonies. Consequently, the citadel fell in 1629 when it was attacked by British forces led by the Kirke brothers, but it was quickly returned to France in 1632.

During the 18th century, the French-English rivalry increased as their colonies developed. The ever increasing pressure of British forces in New France finally resulted in the Battle of the Plains of Abraham, part of the Seven Years’ War. Arriving near Québec City in July 1759, General Wolfe’s troops captured the town on September 13 of the same year, before reinforcements could arrive from France. During the night, the English climbed Cap Diamant to the west of the fortified walls and in the morning, to the great surprise of the French, they were on the Plains of Abraham. The battle began and ended a short time later with the defeat of the Marquis de Montcalm’s troops at the hands of General Wolfe; neither general survived.

Montcalm’s Final Resting Place, 242 Years After His Death

During the Battle of the Plains of Abraham, which pitted France against Britain on September 13, 1759, the French troops of General Louis-Joseph de Saint-Véran, Marquis de Montcalm, were defeated by the British forces of General Wolfe. New France was lost to the British.

Montcalm died the next day of his injuries, and was buried in the chapel of the Ursulines on Rue Donnacona within the city walls. In 2001, 242 years later, the Government of Québec decided to transfer his body to the cemetery of the Hôpital Général, which holds the remains of the numerous soldiers whom the Augustine nuns tried in vain to save.

On October 11, 2001, the representatives of the government accompanied the funeral procession from the chapel to the cemetery, where a mausoleum to Montcalm had been erected. The entrance to the mausoleum is marked with Montcalm’s name and coat of arms, as well as a commemorative plaque. A memorial to the Seven Years’ War was also erected in the cemetery on that occasion, honouring the soldiers who fell during the war from 1756 to 1763. The sculpture Traversée sans retour by Pascale Archambault dominates the memorial.

The cemetery of the Hôpital Général is located in the Saint-Roch neighbourhood, near the edge of the Saint-Sauveur neighbourhood. Located away from downtown in a bend of the Rivière Saint-Charles, this “memorial park” is open to those who wish to visit and reflect.

The British Regime

The Treaty of Paris, signed on February 10, 1763, sealed the French defeat by officially giving New France to the British, marking the end of the French colony in Canada. Under the British Regime, Québec City was transformed. For French Canadians, the Conquest meant that they were now under British rule and ties between the colony and France were cut off, leaving Québec an orphan. 

Significant changes occurred as the English replaced the francophones in political and administrative positions. Many of New France’s well-to-do inhabitants decided to return to France at the suggestion of the British government. However, most residents and small merchants could not afford the journey and had no choice but to remain in the British colony. The summit of Cap Diamant was also where the English set up their government, which now had the task of managing a considerable portion of North America.
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