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How fast is a pro cyclist, anyway?
Bethann G. merkle  
Bethann@qctonline.com

As in any race,  the 
two obvious questions 
following Saturday’s 

fourth Grand Prix Cycliste 
de Québec were – “Who won?” 
and “How fast was he?” The 
winner was a Dutchman, 
Robert Gesink of the Belkin 
Pro Cycling Team. He pedaled 
a grueling 201.6 km (125.3 
miles) in just under five 
hours (4.58'13"). His average 
speed during 16 laps through 
Vieux-Québec and along 
Boulevard Champlain was 
40.561 km/h (25.203 mph). 
There is a total of 2,976 
metres difference in altitude 
over the length of the course. 
Quebec City’s historic cliffs 
feature large in the World 
Tour course, including a 
hair-raising rush down Côte 

Gilmore, and a daunting push 
up Côte de la Montagne.  

Following close on Ge-
sink’s heels were Arthur 
Vichot (FDJ.fr) of France in 
second place, and the Belgian 
Greg van Avermaet (BMC 
Racing Team) in third. In a 
field of 164 riders, spectators 
cheered four Canadian pro 
riders and eight riders from 
the Canadian National team. 
A total of 109 riders crossed 
the finish line, several Ca-
nadians among them. The 
highest-placing Canadian 
was Ryan Hesjedal (Garmin-
Sharp) in 39th place. But 
the Canadian was a mere 40 
seconds behind the winner 
(4.58'53"), maintaining an 
average speed of 40.519 km/h 
(25.177 mph).

For compar ison, the 
fleetest thoroughbred race-
horses average nearly 64 

km/h (40 mph), and a hunting 
cheetah’s average speed is 
around 93 km/h (58 mph). 
However, both are only able 
to do so for short distances – 
generally 1.6 km (1 mile) for 
thoroughbred horses and a 
mere 173 metres on average 
for cheetahs. Among two-
legged runners, which cover 
longer distances, ostriches 
are know n to maintain 
speeds of around 50 km/h 
(31 mph). 

As for human runners, 
modern Olympic marathoners 
average approximately 20 
kilometres per hour (around 
12 mph), over the official dis-
tance of 42.195 kilometres (26 
miles and 385 yards).  

According to these figures, 
Gesink and his fellow pro 
cyclists would almost be able 
to keep up with an ostrich, 
if the ostrich were inclined 

to keep running for four 
straight hours. And to put 
it another way, the racers 
who powered through Porte 
Saint-Louis sixteen times ef-
fectively doubled the speed of 
an Olympic runner, simply by 
getting on their bikes.

Editor’s note: See the 
QCT ’s September 12, 2012, 
article Grand Prix more 
than just a ‘ride in the 
park’ for more details about 
pro cycling, the Quebec City 
course, and a look at one of 
the Quebec Community News-
paper Association’s “Best 
Sports Photos” of 2012.

With over half the race to 
go, and most of the field still 
riding strong, the peloton 
or pack of riders powers up 
Côte de la Montagne. 

A look at the Palais Montcalm’s new concert organ

shirley naDeau  
shirley@qctonline.com

The week before the in-
auguration of the grand 
concert organ at the 

Palais Montcalm, Jacquelin 
Rochette, artistic director of 
Casavant Frères, gave this 
writer a guided tour of the 
magnificent new instrument. 
He explained that the idea of 
having a large, three-manual 
organ w ith mechanica l 
action in Quebec City had for 
decades been in the thoughts 
of many people, including 
organist Antoine Bouchard, a 
founding member of Les Amis 
de l’Orgue and professor of 
organ music of the Université 
Laval school of music from 
1961 to 1997. 

Rochette explained, “All of 
this is tied to the founding of 
the Violons du Roy by Bernard 
Labadie 30 years ago. In 1984, 
when I joined Casavant, the 
first recitals given by the 
Violons du Roy were sup-
ported by Université Laval’s 
school of music. Organist 

Jacquelin Rochette, artistic director of Casavant Frères, demonstrates the keyboards 
and stops of the newly-installed grand concert organ at the Palais Montcalm.   

Richard Paré and I played 
with the Violons du Roy at 
the beginning. And now, the 
orchestra Labadie created is 
world renowned.” 

The restoration of the 
Palais Montcalm, completed 
in 2007, was in part to provide 
a “home” for Les Violons 
du Roy. Casavant Frères 
received the order from the 
Palais Montcalm to build 
a grand concert organ in 
2012. Rochette pointed out, 
however, that “the stoplist for 
the organ (the architecture 
of the instrument) had been 
planned decades earlier. The 
concept of Antoine Bouchard 
was always behind that. The 
request was that it be planned 
according to the style of Gott-
fried Silbermann. However, 
we didn’t want to make a 
slavish copy of his style; we 
wanted a concert hall organ 
that offers a diversity of 
colour and power, that works 
with the baroque orchestra.”

Rochette explained that 
the organ is played with a 

direct tracker mechanism 
from the main console, but 
there is also an electrical 
system, meaning the organ 
can also be played from the 
second console on stage. 

“The DAC (Double Action by 
Casavant) system we have de-
veloped is a fantastic creation 
because everything is double. 
Both work on the same palate 
[organ control board] but both 
are independent. However, if 
needed, it permits some as-
sistance to use the electric 
action with the tracker action, 
which gives the organist very 
precise control. There are lots 
of options and versatility, but 
still the same precision in 
playing.” 

Rochette explained that, 
before the organ is ready for 
performances, four weeks of 
tuning and voicing are nec-
essary, of the almost 4,000 
pipes, one by one, all by ear, to 
define the tone of the instru-
ment. The organ is a machine 
that is “alive,” he said, “and 
we have to test it to be sure 

it is always in tune. Voicing 
is how we make a pipe ‘sing.’ 
By adjusting various parts of 
each pipe, we can make a pipe 
flutier or brighter.” There are 
endless possibilities. Most of 
the pipes are made of a metal 
alloy of tin and lead, mixed in 
varying proportions – more 
tin gives a brighter tone, more 
lead, flutier tones.But there 
are also 32 large wooden 
pipes: the longest takes up 
almost the entire height of 
the case; it produces the 
deepest, lowest tone of the 
organ. By itself the note is 
not beautiful, but with all the 
rest, it is wonderful. Rochette 
likens the lowest tone to the 
drone in bagpipes, as it sup-
ports the other tones in the 
musical chord. Most of the 
pipes are installed vertically, 
although 37 trumpet pipes 
are horizontal. The organ 
can produce many varia-
tions – tones that are dull, 
dark, bright or sharp; there 
are also pipes that sound 
like oboe, trumpet and great 
bassoon, giving richness to 
the ensemble. 

In the corridor behind 
the organ, Rochette opened 
several doors, exposing the 
thin, cedar tracker rods. He 
explained that everything is 
adjusted to make very precise 
movements, millimetres only, 
one for every pipe. There is no 
wasted space; all the space 
inside the organ is taken up 
with thousands of pipes and 
rods, and mechanical and 
electronic controls. The organ 
was “on,” yet no noise could 
be heard from the bellows 
located in a separate room 
below the organ. 

Rochette then played the 
organ from the main console 
directly below the pipes, 
activating different stops to 
demonstrate the sound each 
stop produced. He played 
an excerpt from In dulcit 
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N EWSY NOTE

Are you in love with 
Quebec City? You can 
share your passion by 

becoming a professional tour 
guide. This is an exciting way 
to work on a  part-time basis 
in a strong and dynamic 
industr y.  St .  Law rence 
College offers a course spe-
cifically designed to train and 

teach tour guides. The next 
session starts on October 
1 and continues to April 17. 
Classes are held on Tuesday 
and Thursday evenings from 
6:30 p.m. to 9:00 p.m. For 
more information, call St. 
Lawrence College at 418 
656-6921, ext. 215. 

Become a Quebec City tour guide

L ETTER TO THE EDITOR

We receive the QCT 
newspaper at our 
office and it is one 

of the only ways for people 
without computers to find out 
what`s happening in Quebec 
City and the surroundings. I 
also refer to your website on 

a regular basis.
- Maureen Small, 

Project Coordinator
Megantic English-speaking 

Community 
Development Corporation

jubilo, with celestial bells 
and chimes, and even birds 
chirping. The great organ has, 
he says, “an amazing variety 
of ‘bells and whistles.’” He 
stated that “all of these dif-
ferent stops, different sounds 
and trumpets will bring such 
a joy to listeners.” 

Between 1980 and 1987, 
Rochette was the organist 
at Chalmers-Wesley United 
Church in Quebec City. Start-
ing in late September, he will 
be back in the Old City at 
Chalmers-Wesley, where he 
will be overseeing restoration 
work on the façade of its organ. 
He commented, “Old Quebec 
is a fantastic city for organ 
music with many fine instru-
ments, at Chalmers-Wesley, 
the Cathedral of the Holy 
Trinity, Notre Dame Basilica, 
and the Chapelle de la Fran-
cophonie. The kind of voicing 
we are doing here [at the 
Palais Montcalm] we can 
also do at Chalmers-Wesley. 
And, at Chalmers-Wesley, the 

pipes and the console are in 
the front, so during concerts 
the congregation can see the 
organist at work.”

Rochet te  concluded , 
“People are talking about a 
vision for music in Quebec 
City. Discussions are pres-
ently taking place on how to 
get the Conservatoire and 
the university more closely 
involved in making music in 
Old Quebec. It is a fantastic 
place for tourists, and we 
should celebrate with music. 
This organ at the Palais Mont-
calm is a first, and it’s just a 
great beginning.” 

The Palais Montcalm 
recently announced that the 
two inauguration concerts 
with Les Violons du Roy on 
October 4 and 5 have sold 
out. They are delighted with 
such an enthusiastic response 
from the public, and have 
scheduled an additional 
performance of the concert 
to inaugurate the organ on 
Wednesday, November 27. 


