
WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 8, 2014   C HRONICLE - TELEGRAPH     PAGE 5

(Illustration by Bethann G. Merkle)A whale of an estuaryD RAWN TO QUEBEC

Bethann g. merKle  
Bethann@qCtonline.Com

Franchise Opportunity 
Available! 

Do you have a passion for educating children and a 
willingness and commitment to learn? Are you bilingual 
with good communication and customer service skills? 
Do you have a four-year university degree or college 

diploma and want to run your own business?

Contact us: 1-866-733-3889 ext. 225 or  
www.kumonfranchise.ca

It is not down on any map; 
true places never are.” 

The thrill of wildlife-
watching in the grandeur of 
the Parc marin du Saguenay–
Saint-Laurent puts one in 
mind of this timeless quote 
from Melville’s Moby Dick. 
And not least because both 
the book and the park involve 
whales. (This unique site is 
also called the Saguenay–St. 
Lawrence Marine Park: it 
is co-managed by both the 
Quebec and the federal gov-
ernments.)

Despite Tadoussac’s use 
as a trading site and, for mil-
lennia, the portal to Quebec’s 
interior, the region’s mystique 
persists. The “Kingdom of 
Saguenay” captured the 
imagination of both Jacques 
Cartier and Samuel de Cham-
plain, perhaps in large part 
because they were discour-
aged by the Montagnais from 
exploring it. Intriguingly, 
Lac Saint-Jean – nearly 185 
km from Tadoussac – ap-
peared on maps as early as 
1544, between Cartier’s last 

visit and Champlain’s first. 
According to the Canadian 
Museum of History, it was 
not until 1647 that the Mon-
tagnais escorted the first 
European to Lac Saint-Jean.

Biodiversity bonanza
The natural riches that in-

itially First Nations, Basque, 
French, and British alike 

continue to fascinate modern 
visitors, researchers, and 
residents. According to the 
Observatoire d'oiseaux de 
Tadoussac, at this time of 
year, Tadoussac transforms 
into a phenomenal bird mi-
gratory zone: some 305,000 
birds are recorded there 
every fall. In celebration, an 

annual migration festival is 
hosted in the area.

Below the waves, the 
water teems with an aston-
ishing diversity of species. 
Least obvious are the inver-
tebrates and marine plants, 
which form the ecosystem’s 
foundation. The Prince Shoal 
punctuates the depths of the 
St. Lawrence River (nearly 
300 metres) near the mouth 
of the Saguenay. The result-
ing churning effect, combined 
with the tides, causes a con-
stant upwelling of nutrients 
and micro-organisms. 

Among the more visible 
marine creatures are the grey 
and harbour seals. It’s easy to 
spot the grey, as it is consider-
ably larger than the harbour 
seal. According to w w w.
quebecmaritime.ca, three 
species of dolphins and por-
poises “book-end” the seals, 
at least in terms of size. Al-
though there are over 20,000 
harbour porpoises in the St. 
Lawrence, at a mere 50-80 
kg, these tiny whales are 
not easy to observe. Though 
large enough to make viewing 
easier, Atlantic white-sided 

dolphins and white-beaked 
dolphins are only occasional 
visitors to the estuary.

While the eider ducks, 
starfish, and seals are de-
lightful, most visitors come 
for a chance to watch some of 
the earth’s largest mammals. 
The world’s southernmost 
population of beluga whales 
are year-round residents 
in the estuary. Typically in 
groups and strikingly white 
against the dark water, 
belugas are the most com-
monly viewed whales. Also 
fairly common, but not as 
numerous, are the humpback 
and common minke, which 
can be observed from shore 
and during whale-watching 
boat tours. It is a real treat, 
though, to see the fin whales, 
sperm whales, and the plan-
et’s largest mammals, blue 
whales, when these species 
occasionally swim this far 
upriver. Both beluga and 
blue whales are considered 
species at risk – only a few 
hundred blue whales still 
exist on the planet, and the St. 
Lawrence belugas are a frac-
tion of their former numbers. 
Aside from the the belugas, 
the rest of the whales are 
seasonal residents. 

National marine conser-
vation area 

Since 1983, in recogni-
tion of its richness and in an 
effort to protect this natural 
heritage, 319 km2 of the 
fjord have been a provincial 
park. In 1998, the provincial 
and the federal governments 
collaborated to establish a 
1,246 km2 national park in 
the estuary and St. Lawrence 

River, co-managed by Canada 
and Quebec. The Saguenay– 
St. Lawrence Marine Park 
is one of only three marine 
conservation areas in Canada, 
and is the only protected 
marine area in Quebec.

Practical details
Driving from Quebec City 

along highway 138 East, you 
will pass through a number 
of charming, picturesque vil-
lages. Without any stops, you 
should arrive at the fjord in a 
little over three hours. At the 
mouth of the Saguenay River 
nestle two villages – Baie-
Sainte-Catherine to the west 
and Tadoussac on the east. A 
free ferry runs between them, 
as there’s no bridge.

Whale-watching season 
generally runs from May 
through October. All boats 
are required to remain at 
least 200 metres from whales. 
Take the advice of the whale-
watching companies, and 
dress for inclement weather. 
The water temperature is 
just above freezing, which 
makes the wind off the river 
particularly chilling. 

Should you have the time 
and the inclination, you can 
camp east of tadoussac for 
a whale of an adventure. 
At the rustic Mer et Monde 
Écotours, campsites are 
on the edge of steep, rocky 
shores. This writer can vouch 
for the likelihood of going to 
sleep lulled by the sound of 
waves and whales spouting 
less than 100 metres from 
shore. You’re liable to wake 
to stunning sunrises and, yes, 
more whales.
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FINA World Cup synchronized swimming
ruBy PratKa          
ruBy@qCtonline.Com

Linda South Simoneau 
has spent much of the 
last 10 years of her life 

at swimming pools around the 
country. But even she had to 
admit this one was special. 

“It’s incredible to see that 
we have something so big in 
our sport here,” says South 
Simoneau, switching back 
and forth between French 
and English. Her daughter, 
Jacqueline Simoneau, 18, is 
one of the most highly-touted 
members of Canada’s national 
synchronized swimming team, 
which competed this week at 
the FINA World Cup in Quebec 
City. 

One hundred and seven 
swimmers from 17 countries 
hit the water in four events 

– duet, team, highlights (acro-
batics) and free combination. 
The PEPS athletic centre at 
Université Laval came alive 
with the shouts of hundreds of 
flag-waving, cowbell-clanging 
fans from around the world.

South Simoneau sat in the 
bleachers with other Canadian 
parents, waving the Maple 
Leaf all weekend. “We’ve seen 
the kids swim since they were 
little,” she says. “This brings 
everything together. To know 
that people are there for them 
and want to watch them makes 
the team perform even more.” 

Synchronized swimming 
combines the grace and 
theatre of ballet, the ath-
leticism of gymnastics, the 
high-flying, friend-throwing 
teamwork of competitive cheer-
leading and the endurance of 
distance swimming – to music, 
much of it while underwater. 

Top synchronized swimmers 
can hold their breath for as 
long as three minutes. 

“To be a good synchronized 
swimmer, you need to be strong 
and flexible, and long legs help,” 
says veteran swimmer Marie-
Pier Boudreau-Gagnon.

“A lot of us started out in 
speed swimming and then 
started synchro to develop our 
artistic side,” adds her former 
teammate, Valerie Welsh. She 
and Boudreau-Gagnon were 
part of the Canadian team that 
finished fourth at the London 
2012 Olympics. They’ve since 
left the sport, but came to the 
Quebec City event to meet 
fans and watch their succes-
sors. “They [the current team] 
have different strengths than 
ours,” says Welsh. “It’s a totally 
renewed group.” 

The Canadian team put in 
a respectable performance 
in an event dominated by the 
Chinese. Canada finished 
fourth in the team event and 
Jacqueline Simoneau and 
Karine Thomas were fourth 
in the duet. Every Canadian 
performance received a roof-
raising ovation.

“It’s a privilege for the 

athletes to perform here in 
front of people who know them 
personally and understand the 
sacrifice they’ve made for their 
sport,” said Sylvie Fréchette, 
who won Canada’s last Olympic 
gold in the event in 1996. 

“There are eight swimmers in 
the water and the crowd is the 
ninth swimmer. It’s also great 
for young swimmers in clubs 
to see the elite swimmers live 
and not on video.” 

“This is the biggest compe-
tition of the year and we’re 
happy to perform like we have,” 
said team captain Marie-Lou 
Morin. “It’s so much fun to 
have the energy of all these 
people.” 

“The Chinese are not un-
beatable,” added Thomas, the 
only swimmer on Canada’s 
current team who competed 
in London in 2012. “We analyse 
them and we notice little 
things we can [do to] keep 
improving.” 

In the team highlight com-
petition, where teams have a 
greater opportunity to show 
off lifts and acrobatics and 
the Chinese were not entered, 
Canada captured the silver 
medal, just behind Ukraine. 

“Highlights are fun because 
we get to show off our strength,” 
said Morin. “It’s shorter, so it’s 
less hard physically, and it lets 
us finish on a good note.” 

The Canadians are under 
pressure to perform well at 
next year’s Pan American 
Games in Toronto and qualify 
for the 2016 Olympics in Rio 
de Janeiro. 

“We’re on the right track, 
this is about what I expected,” 
said Meng Chen, the team’s 
Chinese-born coach. “I like 
this team. They’re like tigers, 
they fight!” 

The Chinese teams per-
formed masterfully throughout 
the event, including a memora-
ble performance to the music 
of Phantom of the Opera in 
the free combination event, 
compressing the Broadway 
musical into a show lasting 
less than five minutes. That 
earned them 95.4 points out of 
a possible 100, in addition to 
a third gold medal. But Chen’s 
loyalties are not divided.

“I’m happy the Chinese did 
well, but Team Canada are my 
swimmers,” she says. “They’re 
like my sisters, and I would do 
anything for them.” 

Team Canada competes in the team technical event on Thursday evening. 


