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BY ANN N. YUNGMEYER 
Special to The Roanoke Times  

Returning home from my recent trip to Quebec, 
Canada, I was amazed to find colder tempera-
tures in Tennessee than the northern locale from 

where I came. Then, a rare accumulation of snowfall 
dressed my own back yard in a winter wonderland. My 
boots and snow clothes were ready.

 I chose to visit Quebec City in February for the 
renowned Winter Carnival and to experience some 
outdoor adventures in the snowy region of Saguenay/
Lac Saint-Jean. Quebec averages more than 13 feet of 
snowfall per year, and although the weather warmed to 
17 degrees Fahrenheit on my day of departure, Febru-
ary can be frigid.

The cold climate, not surprisingly, was a frequent 
topic of conversation among my fellow travelers from 
Texas, Indiana and Toronto. But in the bon vivant Cana-
dian spirit, and armed with packs of hand and foot 
warmers, we set out to discover the city and celebrate 
winter’s wondrous activities in the snow.

Quaint Quebec
Although sidewalks can be slushy in winter and 

streets are hilly, Quebec City is very scenic and pleasant 
to explore on foot. 
As the first French 
settlement in North 
America more than 
400 years ago, it is 
the capital of Que-
bec province. Old 
Quebec is a walled 
city with a distinct 
European flavor, 
and the historic dis-
trict is a UNESCO 
World Heritage site. 
The cobblestoned 
Place Royale, where 
French explorer 
Samuel de Cham-
plain first settled 
in 1608, is now sur-
rounded by art gal-
leries, cozy bistros 
and specialty shops 
filled with Canadian 
and international 

goods. Quebec’s cultural heritage is Amer-Indian, 
French and British, but the French influence runs deep, 
with 95 percent of residents French-speaking.

With outdoor skating, horse-drawn sleighs and Nor-
dic skiing across the historic Plains of Abraham urban 
park, Quebec City looks like a storybook winter scene. 
The iconic Chateau Frontenac — said to be the most 
photographed hotel in the world — looms over Old 
Quebec and offers a funicular ride or a long stairway 
down to the charming district of Petit-Champlain and 
St. Lawrence riverfront. From the terrace below the 
hotel, there is even a thrilling toboggan sled run on a 
fast three-lane track.

Carnival Crazy
Quebec Winter Carnival began 61 years ago as a Mar-

di Gras festival but evolved into a family celebration of 
winter activities around the theme of “Bonhomme,” the 

jolly snowman mascot. 
The grand event, held 
from the end of Janu-
ary through the first two 
weeks of February, offers 
a vast array of outdoor 
activities, food and drink, 
music, night parades, 
contests and games. 
Bonhomme makes his 
appearance regularly and 
hangs out at his very own 
Ice Palace, a true work of 
art in ice sculpture.

Snow sculptures and 
ice sculptures are fea-
tured throughout the city, 

and most activities take place on the Plains of Abra-
ham, including dog sled and sleigh rides, snowshoeing, 
skating, ice-fishing, and a 120-meter ice slide. In addi-
tion to sampling winter sport, I found a chance to try a 
Quebec “sugar shack” specialty — maple syrup rolled 
in snow on a popsicle stick.

Carnival fun and games get a little crazy with bumper 
cars on ice and the famous ice canoe races in which 
paddlers navigate the St. Lawrence River through 
chunks of ice, sometimes with one leg in the boat and 
the other pushing on top of thick ice. Drawing the big-
gest crowd, the celebrated snow bath event features 80 
brave souls wearing their bathing suits to frolic in the 
snow with Bonhomme.

Ice Hotel
Sleeping in a mummy bag on a bed of ice seems an 

unlikely bucket list item for travelers, but Quebec’s 
Hotel de Glace 
stays booked 
well in advance. 
Unique in 
North America, 
the Ice Hotel is 
constructed ev-
ery winter from 
ice and snow 
on Quebec’s 
former zoo 
grounds just 
outside the city. 
With 44 rooms 
and thematic 

suites, the entire building is a work of art with detailed 
sculptures, furniture, chandeliers and even drinkware 
made of ice. The internal temperature stays at freez-
ing or just below, and the hotel is destroyed after every 
winter season.

Guests who book a night’s stay — mummy bag 
provided — have access to saunas and Jacuzzis as well 
as warming areas, and hotel staff provides a briefing 
on best practices for staying warm through the night. 
Guided tours are available to daytime visitors to learn 
about the hotel concept and try out some amenities, 
including the igloo-shaped chapel, ice bar lounge, dis-
cotheque and outdoor slide. The fascinating hour-long 
tour gives an idea of what the hotel experience is like, 
and our enthusiastic guide explained the origin of the 
first Ice Hotel in Sweden as inspiration for the Quebec 
hotel. After the tour, we relaxed on bear skin-covered, 
ice-sculpted couches in the lounge before figuring 
out the best way to stay warm by dancing to the disco 
music.

Outdoor playground
Quebec City 

boasts beautiful 
natural surround-
ings, and the nearby 
mountainous areas 
beckon outdoor en-
thusiasts for skiing, 
tubing and snowmo-
biling. Day skiing is 
convenient with ski 
buses running from 
town center to Mont 
Saint-Anne and Le 
Massif ski areas.

Valcartier Vacation 
Village is a favorite 
family destination 
billed as North 
America’s largest 
winter playground 
featuring skating, 
tubing and snow 

rafting. While my friends whirred down the slides 
with high adrenaline names such as Himalaya, Ever-
est and Avalanche, I opted to try Le Nordique Spa 
at Stoneham nearby. Following the Nordic protocol, 
going from Finnish sauna to icy plunge in the river to 
relaxation room, I repeated the sequence three times 

before rewarding myself with a warm Jacuzzi. Hopping 
between outdoor stations in subzero temperatures was 
challenging for a Southerner, but I found my polar bear 
courage, keeping in mind that the Nordic Spa is touted 
for stimulating circulation, improving skin tone and 
well-being.

Exploring beyond the Quebec City area, we drove 
about three hours north to the picturesque Saguenay/
Lac Saint-Jean region, home to the Saguenay Fjord, the 
only Nordic-like fjord in North America. Some in our 
group went snowmobiling and ice fishing on the frozen 
lake, but I saved my energy for a magnificent snow-
shoeing excursion through the Vallee des Fantomes at 
Monts-Valin national park. The unique setting between 
mountain peaks receives exceptional amounts of snow-
fall, and its snow-covered trees eerily resemble forest 
ghosts on the mystical landscape. Access is by a hybrid 
snowcat/van that took us high in the mountains to the 
trailhead where we began a three-kilometer climb to 
the summit and were rewarded with 360-degree views.

Dog sledding is a popular activity throughout Quebec 
and my first experience with the sport was a highlight 
of the trip. Mushing over the hills and through the 
woods is magical and invigorating at the same time, 
and watching the dogs at work is fascinating. The 
outfitter Plein Air de L’Anse offers a personal, hands-on 
experience giving guests the chance to drive their own 
sled or be a passenger, and also to interact with the 
huge, powerful dogs that are amazingly friendly. The 
guides at Plein Air de l’Anse take care of their own sled 
dog teams, which include Siberian huskies, malamutes 
and the malamute/wolf cross. I enjoyed the hectic pro-
cess of harnessing and holding the dogs back in their 
eagerness to start, then helping in the kennel area after 
our ride — a truly memorable experience.

Ann Yungmeyer lives in Kingsport, Tennessee, and writes for Southeastern 
regional publications and online travel sites.

If You Go
» Winter Carnival 2016: January 29 to February 14, 2016
» Stay: Hilton Quebec, convenient location, less than 5 
min. walk from Carnival activities. Hotel 71, chic hotel in 
historic building near Petit Champlain bistros, galleries and 
boutiques.
» Eat: Le Lapin Saute – French country flavors; II Teatro 
– nouveau Italian cuisine; restaurant Le Louis-Hebert and 
Chez Boulay-Bistro – French and international fusion by 
renowned Quebec chefs; Restaurant SSS – nice light meals.
» Saguenay region: Auberge des 21 – creative, gourmet 
cuisine in hotel restaurant overlooking La Baie des Ha!Ha! 
on Saguenay River.
» Travel from Roanoke: United Airlines, Delta and Air 
Canada service Quebec City with connecting flights.
» Web: http://www.quebecregion.com/en/what-to-do/ac-
tivities-attractions/ideas/quebec-winter-carnival/
www.bonjourquebec.com
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Bonhomme’s Ice Palace at Winter Carnival.

Winter Carnival
Adventures
in Canada
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Anne-Marie Marais of Toronto 
snowshoes in Vallee des Fantomes 
in Parc National Monts-Valin.
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Pedestrian shopping street in 
Quebec’s Petit Champlain district.
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Bonhomme greets visitors 
from his desk in the Ice Palace 
at Winter Carnival.
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Guided mushing excursion with Plein Air de l’Anse.
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Skating in front of the Grand Theatre of 
Quebec; skate rentals available.


