Rethink your map:

France is just 16
miles from Canada
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hen we at Provincial Living started
discussing possible subjects of interest about
French ties with Canada, I had just seen
some photos of a group of islands celebrating 200 years
as a French territory. So I went back to read more,
and discovered the wonderful quirk of history and
geography that is Saint-Pierre and Miquelon. The more
I read the more it made me want to visit, and to share
with you what I found out about this French land just 16
miles, or 26 kilometres, off Canada’s east coast.
The islands are situated at the entrance of Fortune
Bay, a large natural bay that extends into the southwest coast of Newfoundland, Canada, at about the same
latitude as Québec. The first Europeans to stumble upon
them were the Portuguese, in 1520, and just 15 years
later French explorer Jacques Cartier claimed them
for France. Successive tumultuous scuffles, expulsions
and occupations saw the territory go back and forth
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between British and French rule, until they were officially
restituted to France in 1816 following the Hundred
Days War.
Settlers arrived – mostly Acadians, Basques, Bretons
and Normans – so that 6,125 inhabitants now live in
the territory, according to the most recent figures. A
whopping majority of 5,509 live on the main island of
Saint-Pierre, and the remaining 616 across the water
in Miquelon-Langlade, formed by two islands now
permanently joined by a 12-kilometre isthmus.

French identity
In spite of its proximity to Canada, Saint-Pierre and
Miquelon is resolutely French. The tricoleur flag proudly
flies over the islands, gendarmes ensure the security of
the population, and the euro is the common currency.
All the institutions are French and local elected officials
represent the interests of the islands in the National
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Assembly and in the Senate, in Paris. The language is
French, not just officially but also in practice. There
are people who speak English, either because of their
occupation – if they work in tourism, for example – or
because they are immigrants (most likely from the
nearby Canadian provinces of Newfoundland and Nova
Scotia). Children learn some English in primary school,
but it’s really when entering high-school around the age
of 12 that foreign-language learning starts

French delights
One of the perks of having French roots is of course
the gastronomy, but here there is a little linguistic quirk
to the way islanders refer to their daily meals. In the
morning, locals take their déjeneur, not as in France
where breakfast is petit déjeuner. At noon they have
dîner, then mid-afternoon instead of a goûter they take
their collation, and in the evening they have souper.
Local produce is tightly tied to the sea, with plentiful
seafood delicacies such as sea urchins, stone crab and
lobsters that visitors rave about. The cuisine is firmly
based on French style, including delicious pastries,
macarons and viennoiseries (rich baked goods such as
croissants and brioche). Home recipes are transmitted
from generation to generation, blending local products
with traditional French methods, resulting in tuna pâté,
cod boulettes, encornet (squid) stew, multiple ways to
cook cod, and variations on roast venison. The local
berries are transformed into jams and preserves.

Scandinavians fished these waters as early as the 12th
century, but the real boom came in the 19th and 20th
centuries when cod was king. Back then, so many foreign
vessels called into Saint Pierre that it ranked among the
top French ports. The riches of the cod fishery didn’t
necessarily reach local residents, however, and fishermen
and sailors often worked gruelling schedules for low
wages in less than healthy conditions.
Cod was a victim of its own success. At its peak in
1973, according to a report by the French Department of
Sustainable Development, the port welcomed 1662 ships
totalling 1,380,000 raw tons. This unbridled, intensive
fishing led to the collapse of cod stocks, resulting in
stringent bans and quotas that brought the industry to
a screeching halt. By 1999, fishing and agriculture had
dropped dramatically to represent only 3% of economic
activity. Today, we can find a touching homage to the
local fishing industry’s better days in a small flotilla of
unique and colourful row boats known as dories, lovingly
preserved by an association called Les Zigotos. aa

The four o’clock break is relished by families,
particularly on weekends, as they share a convivial
moment around the table with pastries, viennoiseries
and savoury snacks such du pain, du beurre et du
capelan, as the song goes. This traditional dish comprises
capelin fish, sun-dried then heated on a grill, and
slathered on buttered bread.

Caught in the net
Apart from the “fat years” of the 1930s, when
Saint-Pierre was the base for rum-runners working a
thriving black-market alcohol trade from Canada into
the United States during Prohibition, the archipelago’s
economy has always relied on fishing and port activities.
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A 21st century frontier
An off-the-beaten-track destination like no other,
Saint-Pierre and Miquelon offer an intriguing set of
features for the cliché-weary traveller. Authenticity is the
local trade. Their promise to tourists? You will never be
the victim of a heatwave. The air is pure, the landscape
reminiscent of the Scottish Isles, and urban stress is
non-existent. Everybody goes home for lunch and doors
are rarely locked. They encourage letter-writing, with
actual stamps … remember those? My kind of place.
The challenge for 21st century travellers is to escape
the endless, manufactured top-ten lists of tourist traps
and find the place that makes you stop and really, truly,
recharge the batteries. If you love nature and open
spaces, the magnificent life-giving Atlantic Ocean, and
French culture, then you’ll probably be talking about
your trip to Saint-Pierre and Miquelon for the rest of
your life.
The combination of a rugged, natural landscape with
the refinements of French lifestyle make an intriguing
combination. There are many outdoor activities available,
from a simple walk or energetic hike through beautiful
woodland, sub-Arctic areas and impressive coastal cliffs.
Or take a three-hour tour on a Zodiac to discover the rich
maritime heritage and local wildlife, including migrating
humpback whales and orcas from April to October.
Minke and fin whales are also are often seen around the
island, as are dolphins.
You can sail around the Grand Colombier outcrop
for some spectacular bird-watching, including nesting
Atlantic puffin and a glimpse of the elusive eagle. There
are beautiful sandy beaches on the isthmus uniting
Miquelon and Langlade, where free-roaming horses and
whitetail deer are often spotted, while to its north the
Grand Barachois salt lagoon attracts many varieties of
ducks and sandpipers.
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An absolute must is a visit to L’Île-aux-Marins
(island of the sailors), which is a ten-minute boat ride
from Saint-Pierre. Bring a picnic lunch and spend the
day exploring this open-air museum during the mildweather season from May to October. Frozen in time,
the abandoned settlement’s buildings include a church,
fishermen’s homes, the Jézéquel house and a school,
which now houses the Archipélitude Museum.
To get in the spirit before your visit, watch the
atmospheric, Golden Globe-nominated film The Widow
of Saint Pierre, starring Juliette Binoche. Based on true
events, the story follows the fate of a man condemned
to die by guillotine in the 1850s. There is no guillotine
on the island, however, and no one willing to take the
role of the executioner – until a stranger arrives by ship.
Things have moved on since then, so if you find the
film tragically romantic and are looking for an original
destination wedding, look no further. A law passed in
2009 eased requirements for marriage between foreign
citizens on French soil. According to the new law, a
civil marriage between two non-citizens will be possible
provided a few requirements are met: a letter, signed
and dated by both future spouses, must be sent to the
mayor to request a civil marriage, and the couple must
present a birth certificate and valid passport, be at least
18 years of age, consent freely, and both be present for
the ceremony. An interpreter must intervene if either the
bride or groom are not French speakers.
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Culture
Some highlights of the calendar of events in SaintPierre et Miquelon are the sailing race Route Halifax-St.
Pierre that takes place every two years, the very French
celebration of Bastille Day on July 14, and the Basque
Festival, a nod to the islands’ first settlers. This sporting
and cultural event takes place every year during August,
and begins with traditional ball games, like paletta and
joko garbi. The event is a time for sharing and celebrating
everything Basque, including the music and hearty
gastronomy. The day ends with a popular dance in the
town square.
The archipelago’s architecture echoes traditional
Newfoundland wood houses painted with bright, cheerful
colours. Originally they were mostly built on pylons
instead of stone foundations, and consisted of two rooms
for the whole family. Although not necessarily built to
last for centuries, with construction materials often
recycled from buildings or ships, some have stood the
test of time. These charming old wooden homes, which
blend Canadian and French styles, make for a lovely walk
around the town centre. In July and August, the roads
are flanked with flowers and become semi-pedestrian to
encourage locals and visitors in the art of vivre ensemble.
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Main town:
Saint-Pierre

Entry formalities:
Citizens of the European Union, the European
Economic Area and Switzerland must present
a valid passport on entry (necessary for transit
via Canada). A visa is not required for stays of
less than one month.

Currency:
Euro

Climate:
Northern, but milder due to the ocean’s
influence.

Travel tip:
Pack a waterproof jacket and warm clothes.
Even in summer temperatures rarely exceed
20C and can easily drop below 15C. The air is
free of pollution, allowing ultraviolet light to
get through more easily, so even if you don’t
feel the heat you may want to apply sunblock.

Getting there:
Air Saint-Pierre flies to the islands of
Saint Pierre and Miquelon from St. John’s
(Newfoundland), Sydney and Halifax (Nova
Scotia), while Air France flies from Montreal.
Air Saint-Pierre also operates flights between
the islands of Saint-Pierre and Miquelon. The
archipelago is linked to Newfoundland by
ferry, with several crossings a week (one every
day in the high season). Saint-Pierre is also a
port of call for some North Atlantic summer
cruises from the Netherlands and the UK.

Where to stay:
The three-star Auberge Saint Pierre is the
top-ranked hotel on the island, and there is
an increasing selection of gîtes, chambres
d’hôtes and home-stays that can be booked via
the official tourism website, tourisme-saintpierre-et-miquelon.com

Where to eat:
If you love French pâtisseries and
boulangeries (pastry shops and bakeries),
visit Guillard Gourmandises for baguettes,
croissants and more. L’Atelier Gourmand and
Les P’tits Graviers serve traditional
French cuisine.
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