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It might seem strange for 
a couple from one of the 
western-most states in the 

U.S. to make a pilgrimage to 
the harbour from which the 
founders of Nouvelle-France set 
sail. And yet, La Rochelle was 
this writer's first stop during a 
recent tour of places in France 
with Quebec connections. 
Unlike most tourists, we were 
there specifically to hunt for 
Samuel de Champlain, who is 
credited with founding Quebec 
City in 1608.

Champlain's legacy
Champlain brokered al-

liances with a host of First 
Nations in New France and used 
force for peace-keeping and 
defence only when necessary. 
He demonstrated unparalleled 
respect and curiosity for indig-
enous cultures in an era when 
the British and Spanish explor-
ers were flagrantly disdainful 
of those within their scope of 
influence. 

Champlain advocated pas-
sionately for a colony of families, 
farmers and craftspeople, not 
just a fur-trading outpost. After 
repeatedly returning to find the 
new colony in disrepair – deci-
mated by malnutrition, disease 
and harsh winters – Champlain 
managed to rally and motivate 
the men under his command to 

better fortify the colony. Having 
founded the Order of Good 
Cheer (L’Ordre de Bon Temps) 
in 1606 while wintering in Port-
Royal, Nova Scotia, Champlain 
brought the idea to Quebec to 
help maintain morale among 
his men during the long and 

brutal winters.  
In an era when cartographic 

equipment was limited, Cham-
plain produced astonishingly 
accurate maps of the east coast 
of North America, from what is 
now Maine up to Quebec and 
well inland to Lake Champlain. 

He published a number of maps, 
reports and accounts of his 
voyages which testify to his 
abilities as a leader, explorer, 
and statesman.

Portal to New France
Conf licting historical 

accounts and documents 
muddle the facts regarding 
Champlain's birthplace and 
birthdate. However, a baptis-
mal certificate discovered in 
2012 indicates Samuel was 
christened as a Protestant in 
La Rochelle on August 13, 1574, 
to date the most conclusive 
evidence regarding his age. 
Thus, while it is agreed that 
Champlain grew up in Brouage 
(some 40 km away), it could 
be said that La Rochelle was 
both the birthplace of and the 
gateway to New France. 

Ville de La Rochelle
La Rochelle became a vital 

French seaport under Guil-
laume X, Duke of Aquitaine, 
in the 1100s. From the 13th 
to the 17th century, numerous 
wars devastated the city, as 
disputing interests sought to 
gain control of the strategic 
harbour. Successive rulers 
invested in the rebuilding 
and development of the city. 
Protestantism and democracy 
thrived here long before the 
rest of France enjoyed such 
intellectual liberties. 

Vieux La Rochelle of today 

appears a charming fusion of 
Venice and Quebec City. The 
picturesque harbour is con-
nected to a canal criss-crossed 
by pedestrian bridges and 
lined with stately four-storey 
buildings characteristic of the 
15th-17th centuries. 

Founding father little 
known in France

Ironically, Champlain is 
a veritable unknown to the 
Rochelais. Indeed, the staff at 
the tourist centre knew nothing 
of him, and could only point us 
in the direction of a historical 
exhibit on the broader subject 
of New France. Having arrived 
the weekend of the Journée de 
la Culture internationale, we 
followed signs to one of three 
huge medieval stone towers 
at the harbour entrance from 
which a Quebec drapeau 
fluttered with all the fierté of 
the one atop the Assemblée 
Nationale. La Tour de la Chaîne 
is where port authorities used 
to raise and lower an immense 
chain which guarded the port 
from unwelcome vessels. 

Today, the tower houses a 
permanent exhibit on Nouvelle-
France; however, it is clear the 
Rochelais feel more kinship 
with the Filles du Roy than 
the Sieur de Champlain. The 
New World diplomat whom we 
credit with founding the most 
enlightened European settle-

ment of North America receives 
only token mention – much less 
than Cartier or any number of 
intendants and priests who 
followed Champlain. 

After crossing the Atlantic 
Ocean some 25 times, fighting 
for his vision of Nouvelle-France, 
and successfully founding a 
colony which proved lucrative 
and prosperous, Champlain 
died in the heart of Quebec 
City on Christmas Day 1635. 
He was 61. 

Speculation abounds as to 
why Champlain is not better 
known in France. Some of the 
more likely hypotheses include: 
the expense of the trading 
posts and later settlements, 
which took most of Champlain's 
lifetime to bear economic fruit; 
political jockeying associated 
with the series of trading 
companies granted monopolies 
in Nouvelle-France; and the 
animosity Cardinal Richelieu 
likely felt for the charismatic 
Champlain and the powerful 
men who kept Champlain 
in command in New France 
despite Richelieu's efforts to 
the contrary. 

Ultimately, Champlain's 
detractors appear to have had 
the final word, as the bulk 
of Champlain's documents 
and possessions disappeared 
shortly after his death.

Sketching at the foot of the medieval towers Champlain 
passed countless times, one can imagine sitting on the 
quai watching his ships sail for New France.

OSQ concert ends the 350th anniversary celebrations of Notre-Dame de Québec  
kaSia boRkowSka                      
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Notre-Dame de Québec 
Basilica was filled to 
capacity on Friday, 

November 21, for the final 
event commemorating the 
350th anniversary of this 
historic parish. Sixty-three 
musicians and 101 choristers 
of the Orchestre sympho-
nique de Québec (OSQ), and 

soloist Kimy McLaren, led 
by Maestro Fabien Gabel, 
gathered to perform two of 
Francis Poulenc’s master-
pieces, Stabat Mater and 
Gloria. 

The parish of Notre-Dame 
de Québec was founded by 
Monseigneur François de 
Laval on the Feast of Our 
Lady of Sorrows, Septem-
ber 15, 1664. “Stabat Mater 
Dolorosa” (the sorrowful 
mother stood) is based on 
a 13th-century hymn that 
tells of Mary’s suffering 
during the crucifixion, that 
is traditionally sung at the 
Liturgy on that day. It was 
only fitting, then, that the 
OSQ would select a “Stabat 
Mater” setting to honour 
and celebrate Notre-Dame’s 
momentous anniversary and 
heritage. Francis Poulenc’s 

, composed in 
1950, pays tribute to tradition 
while remaining resolutely 

modern.
“Stabat Mater” has been 

re-imagined countless times 
by many famous composers. 
Poulenc’s setting, simpler 
and less dolorous than those 
of his predecessors, though 
by no means less beautiful, 
comprises 12 brief move-
ments ranging from solemn to 
sprightly and animated. 

Poulenc came from a 
wealthy Parisian family who 
wanted him to join the family 
business of manufacturing 
pharmaceuticals. He took 
piano lessons from an early 
age, but remained largely self-
taught as a composer. There 
is harmonic simplicity, as well 
as a playful and experimen-
tal aspect to his works. But 
there is also an abundance 
of emotion, fervour and 
warmth, all of which were 
communicated brilliantly by 
the orchestra and the choir. 
The moving opening chords of 

Stabat Mater set the stage for 
unabated intensity. Soprano 
Kimy McLaren was no match, 
however, for the vibrant 
synchronicity between the 
orchestra and the choir, at 
times drowning in a sea of 
sound. 

After a brief pause, orches-
tra, choir and soloist then 
performed Poulenc’s uplift-
ing Gloria. Bright, rhythmic 
brass opened the piece in a 
fanfare-like sequence. The Some 600 people filled Notre-Dame Basilica for the 

OSQ concert celebrating the end of the parish’s 350th 
anniversary. Those sitting in the side aisles were able to 
watch from large screens mounted on columns. 
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“Let yourself shine” 
Learn French and Teach English Fair – a pathway to community involvement 

Voice of English-Speaking 
Quebec Newcomers’ Co-
ordinator Jessica Price 

wants you to know that you 
have a marketable sk i l l . 

“Quebec City is not Montreal or 
Ottawa,” she says. “If you are 
an English-speaker here, you 
are a hot commodity.” 

Price made the remarks at 
VEQ’s annual Learn French 
and Teach English Fair, held 
last week at the Valcartier 
Family Centre in Sainte-Foy. 
English-speaking newcom-
ers browsed among kiosks 
set up by public and private 
language schools in the area, 
looking for a French class or a 
job opportunity as an English 
teacher, or perhaps both. “It’s 
a great opportunity, because 
you don’t necessarily need to 
speak French to be an English 

choir, dynamic and spirited, 
took advantage of the work’s 
many opportunities to show 
off their vocal agility and 
impressive unity.

Guillaume Boulay, the 
Cathedral’s music director, 
seemed thrilled at such 
an impressive turnout for 
the concert. “It’s one of the 
largest crowds we’ve ever 
had. I think people wanted 
to be part of this historic 
occasion.” 

Throughout its history, 
Notre-Dame Basilica has 
played an important role in 
the cultural life of Quebec 
City. The first two conductors 
of the OSQ, Joseph Vézina 
and Robert Talbot, were 
also cantors of the Cathedral 
choir. And Louis Jolliet, the 
French-Canadian explorer 
who discovered the Missis-
sippi, was the first organist 
of the parish. 
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says Johnson Bresnick, an 
instructor at Les Ateliers de 
Conversation anglaise. “You 
need to be dynamic and 
outgoing, to answer people’s 
questions and be a problem 
solver, and stimulate conver-
sations.” 

“A good language teacher 
needs to be dynamic, empa-
thetic, well-trained, and you 
have to have a good grasp of 
your subject,” says Normande 
Bédard, a former teacher who 
is now an FSL educational 
consultant at the Louis-
Jolliet adult learning centre in 
Charlesbourg. “You have to be 
open to diversity and willing 
to question things about your 
own culture.” 

Price hoped that the Fair 
would also help newcomers 
feel less isolated. Bobby Field-
ing of the Quality Speakers 

Ruby PRatka          
Ruby@qctonline.com

teacher,” Price says. 
To teach children or adults 

in a public school, applicants 
need a Quebec teaching cer-
tificate. Some of the larger 
private schools also require 
a Bachelor’s in Languages or 
Teaching, but others only ask 
for experience and a willing-
ness to do the job. 

“We ask for a diploma, but 
depending on the language or 
languages you can teach and 
your level of experience, it’s 
not strictly necessary,” says 
Thérèse Guay, a teacher and 
supervisor at the Université 
Laval language school that 
offers English- and French-as-
a-second-language (ESL and 
FSL) classes, and courses in 
many other languages. 

“E x per ience teach ing 
English and a degree are an 
asset, but we make sure our 
teachers have the right tools.” 


