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Despite the lousy connection, I had 
managed to download the BMW R 
1200 RT’s specs as our plane pushed 

back from the gate when Marie slammed my 
laptop shut and jammed a Frommer’s guide in 
my face. A fiercely proud Québécoise, she was 
worried that my frail grasp of French Canadian 
culture would cause her a week of embarrass-
ment as we explored her birthplace. She had a 
point. Aside from a love for Leonard Cohen, 
my view of civilization north of the border 
amounted to a dim awareness of Cirque du 
Soleil and Celine Dion; one put me to sleep, 
and the other gave me nightmares.
 My in-flight “crash course,” as she called it 
to the discomfort of the row ahead of us, began 
with a review of Au Pied de Cochon, “Wild 
Chef” (and motorcyclist) Martin Picard’s disso-
lute take on traditional Quebec cuisine. “This 
is fantastic news,” I said. “You people put gravy 
on French fries. Why didn’t you tell me?” Marie 
rolled her eyes and hit the recline button.
 After checking into the Hotel Nelligan in 
Old Montreal, we raced across town to make 
our 11:00 pm reservation. Like most restau-
rants in the hip Plateau neighborhood, Au Pied 
de Cochon was completely open to the street 
as Quebecers embraced the snowless June 

evening. Enormous towers of fresh shellfish 
hauled from the waters of Nova Scotia were 
the crowd favorite that night, but we had come 
to hurl ourselves into the blades of Picard’s foie 
gras obsession. My poutine contained an unctu-
ous hunk the size of a Hiawatha headlight.
 Marie encouraged me to work on my 
French, explaining that, while I would get by 
on English in Montreal and Quebec City, as 
we traveled through Charlevoix into separatist 
country, we would encounter more stubbornly 
planted tongues. When the waitress delivered 
my beer, my Angelino brain mutinied. “Gra-
cias,” I said. Marie neatly passed a Foie Gras 
Cromesquis through her left nostril.
 The next morning, Marie escaped to visit 
relatives and I was off on the R 1200 RT. My 
plan was to follow the Richelieu River north 
to Sorel, then head east to Quebec City and 
rendezvous with Marie. I weaved the BMW 
around horse-drawn carriages through the 
cramped streets of Old Montreal, itching to get 
across the St. Lawrence River and open it up. 
 With the smell of open farmland rushing 
into my helmet, I found an Acadian folk sta-
tion and thumbed up the volume. The sun was 
high and warm when the Richelieu River 
appeared on my right. I worked my way to 

Autoroute 40, the rural highway leading to 
Quebec City. I had intended to split my run 
between 40 and the smaller 138 that hugged 
the riverbank, but the darkening sky advised 
a straight shot to the objective, so I pinned it, 
hoping to stay ahead of the storm. It was mid-
night in the rearview mirror. 
 Within minutes, the sky went time lapse. 
Black clouds whipped over my shoulder as the 
tailwind picked up. What had been a light rain 
exploded into a helmet rattling downpour. 
 I tucked in against the sucker punching gusts 
that were trying to knock the bike into the 
pines. An 18-wheeler pulled off to wait it out 
on the flooded shoulder. It looked to be a wise 
move, but the BMW was less intimidated by 
the maelstrom than its California-bred pilot, 
so I dug in and resigned myself to a 60-mile 
hellride, followed by a lengthy rash. 
 Then, as suddenly as it had ambushed me, 
the tail end of the storm passed overhead like 
a cape. The winds died and the sun dug into 
the wet pavement. I could hear the radio again. 
I wound up the speedo and gunned it for the 
city before some rogue tornado decided to 
hopscotch me to Halifax. 
 Motorcycles are forbidden within the walls 
of Vieux-Québec, so I garaged the BMW and 

met Marie at the Château Frontenac. The 
grand stronghold where Churchill and FDR 
hatched the invasion of Normandy looms 
imposingly over the St. Lawrence, and is said to 
be the most photographed hotel in the world. 
Our room, high up in the Château’s green 
gables, gave us a sweeping view of the river as 
it wound west toward what promised to be a 
full-blooded sunset. Marie wanted to show me 
around her hometown, so we wandered the 
narrow streets of flowerboxes, gas lamps, and 
galleries until our legs ached. 
 We settled into the 17th century courtyard 
at Restaurant Toast!, which, despite its overea-
ger name, nearly elbowed Au Pied Du Cochon 
out of our collective memory with a mysti-
cally delicious scallop with smoked sour cream. 
Later, we rode the old funicular back up to the 
Frontenac for a nightcap in the St-Laurent bar. 
While the bartender shook my FDR martini 
into existence, Marie gave me a geology lesson: 
 Three-hundred-and-fifty million years ago, 
a mile wide asteroid plunged into the southern 
rim of the Canadian Shield, carving out the 
plunging slopes and lush forests of Charlevoix. 
That 15-billion ton celestial renovation helped 
to create what is today a UNESCO Bio-
sphere Reserve and one of the great, if largely 
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undiscovered, motorcycling regions in North 
America. Are you going to eat that olive?
 We rode northeast along the Saint Lawrence 
through mountains of pine and poplar before 
dropping over the western rim of the 34-mile-
wide crater, down into the village of Baie-Saint-
Paul. On the descent, I was struck not only by the 
unimaginable violence required to punch out the 
massive divot we were entering, but also how the 
landscape had an ethereal quality that was absent 
just a few miles earlier. As you travel upriver 
towards the Gulf of Saint Lawrence, the waterway 
broadens and begins to function as a mammoth 
salty reflector, creating a strange, spectral light. 
 Even if Marie had not told me that Baie-Saint-
Paul was the birthplace of Cirque du Soleil, the 
countless galleries, dreadlocked street buskers, and 
congenial hippie vibe along Rue-St-Jean-Bap-
tiste would have tipped me off. We pulled into 
the MicroBrasserie Charlevoix to meet François 
Gariepy, our guide through the region and, as I 
would soon discover, a man who would circum-
navigate the globe on his Kawasaki Concours 
without putting a boot down if the oceans weren’t 
there to stop him. The parking lot was jammed 
with motorcycles and the patio overflowed with 
bikers downing house-brewed Belgian Ale. Fran-
çois met us with a big smile and a leathery hug. 
We sat down to moule frite and a well-worn map to 
plot our two-day assault. 
 There are two major scenic routes through Char-
levoix: La Route du Fleuve (The River Route) 
and La Route des Montagnes (The Mountain 
Route). François chose the sweeping vistas of the 
latter as our introduction to the region. We would 
also be riding through the heart of Charlevoix’s 
“flavor trail,” which, despite the name, is really an 
agrotouristic cluster of regional producers and res-
taurants singled out for quality and presentation of 
local fare. After climbing to the village of Saint-
Urbain, we stopped at La Ferme Basque, a small 
duck farm that uses traditional gavage techniques. 
While debate over the 5000-year-old practice 
rages, foie gras is fundamental to the region’s cui-
sine and I would recommend a stop at La Ferme 
Basque to those on either side of the argument. 
 Northwest of Saint-Urbain lies Parc national 
des Grands-Jardins, one of two National Parks in 
Charlevoix, but we wound eastward through crisp 
air and rugged green slopes that, come winter, 
would buzz with snowmobiles. We had visor-lift-
ing views of the crater’s jagged rim all the way to 
Saint-Aimé-des-Lacs, where we descended into La 
Malbaie on the other side of the abyss.
 I dropped Marie at Le Manoir Richelieu, a 
majestic Norman castle overlooking the Saint 
Lawrence. As she kissed me goodbye in the turn-
about, I looked past the doorman to a grand stair-
case, which led to an even grander lobby, which, I 

imagined, contained a grand bar—probably even 
a grand piano. François nodded, snapped his throt-
tle, and pulled away. The Richelieu would wait. 
We had a river to explore. 
 The Route du Fleuve undulates over rolling 
furrows that beg aggressive moments of weight-
lessness. Whenever I was tempted to rip through 
the largely deserted countryside, a field of grazing 
sheep or the flash of a Beluga spout on the Saint 
Lawrence would ease my hand off the throttle. 
Then there are the roads themselves: Charlev-
oix not only suffered an astral beating—it is also 
earthquake country. Every hundred yards or so, 
we would slalom around black licorice squiggles 
of newly patched concrete that resembled mad 
Arabic script. 
 François led me to Les Éboulements, (The 
Landslides) near the center of the crater. We pulled 
into a gravel drive past a paint-splattered shingle 
announcing Humberto Pinochet’s art studio. The 
two are old friends, François having spent several 
years in Chile, raising dust clouds with an infor-
mal gang of South American bikers led by “El 
Comandante” Pinochet. Whatever grim authori-
tarian image his name conjured evaporated when 
the jovial artist emerged from his studio in Ray 
Bans and a hand-painted work shirt, looking more 
like a member of Los Lobos than a murderous 
South American despot. 
 Pinochet’s workspace is stuffed with rich land-
scapes and impressionistic city scenes, many fixed 
in the haunted light of Charlevoix. He showed 
me a series of palm-sized biker portraits he’s 
painted at bars and rallies around the world. If 
he’s sitting in a café and an interesting face wan-
ders into view, out come the brushes. Each small 
wooden tile has its own anecdote, but the charac-
ters are universal, whether they were captured in 
Daytona or Marseille.
 Outside on his big lawn, Pinochet inspected the 
BMW while I checked out his Heritage Softail. 
“How do you like our roads?” he asked with a sly 
grin. “They keep you on your toes,” I said. “Yes,” 
he laughed. “It’s like Beirut, after the planes.” 
 As François and I got our gear on, we apolo-
gized for interrupting his work. Pinochet swat-
ted the notion away. “Next time, I’ll bring beer,” 
I promised. “Good!” he said, pointing to the big 
grill behind his studio. “Then I’ll roast a stray dog, 
and we’ll eat!”
 Just down the road we stopped at La Choco-
laterie du Village, an artisanal chocolate shop in 
a fin de siècle blacksmith forge overlooking the 
Saint Lawrence. With a cigarette clenched in his 
teeth, Yves Huppé, the soft-spoken proprietor, 
loaded my saddlebags with delicate samples of his 
handiwork. I decided to conceal their existence 
from Marie in the event some form of bribery 
became necessary. 
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 The weather was perfect for rambling past 
silver church steeples and red roofed farm-
houses with the Isle-aux-Coudres nearly 
always in view, tempting a trip over by fer-
ryboat. To reach the dock, we dropped down 
the precipitous 18-percent grade that leads to 
St-Joseph-de-la-Rive. 
 We stopped for water and bags of cheese 
curds, addictive popcorn-sized nuggets that 
squeak against your teeth as you toss them 
down. I mentioned how the weather reminded 
me of the Southern Californian coast, not 
intending to brag—Quebec winters are long, 
snow bound moto-purgatories. “Must be frus-
trating to be stuck in a car most of the year,” I 
said. François stopped chewing and gave me an 
incredulous look. “I don’t own a car.” 
  At the dock, we met a local couple on his 
and hers custom Harleys. His rear fender was 
adorned with a jewel-eyed pirate skull, while 
hers bore a sword-wielding troll. They quietly 
sidestepped our request to speak English, but 
laughed politely at my jokes before François 
could translate them. Marie was right.
 The ferry was still docked at the far bank as 
the setting sun flashed off the river. With a sigh 
of disappointment, François checked his watch. 

We had 30 minutes until our dinner reserva-
tions, and there was still light in the sky and gas 
in our tanks. 
 “Tomorrow, we start early,” he grinned and 
we were off at a furious pace. As I skirted the 
cursive glyphs to keep up with him, I noticed 
another weird semiotic recurrence—nearly 
every intersection was marked by perfectly sym-
metrical donuts, boldly and repetitively etched 
corner-to-corner, like mysterious crop circles. 
 Auberge des Falaises is tucked into the steep 
hills above La Malbaie like an owl’s nest over-
looking the river. We sat down to a six-course 
dinner built around Charlevoix-raised veal and 
a creamy lobster cappuccino. Marie and Fran-
çois spoke French for much of the evening, 
allowing me to raid their plates without detec-
tion. We finished with a deliciously strong 
Apple Cider from Cidres et Vergers Pedneault. 
 As we sat around the outdoor fireplace, 
François recalled a quick road trip he and his 
wife had taken from La Malbaie to Chicago—
a mere 2500 miles, down and back. It whetted 
his appetite to tackle Route 66 end-to-end on 
his own later in the summer. Stuffed to the 
eyebrows, Marie and I returned to Le Man-
oir Richelieu to reconnoiter the riverbank. 

François sped off on his Kawasaki to roam the 
countryside like a wolf until daybreak. 
 La Malbaie has been a resort colony for the 
well-heeled since 1760 and many of the old 
vacation estates are now luxurious country 
inns. With much of the town still asleep, Fran-
çois took us by the elegant summer home of 
President William Howard Taft, who described 
Charlevoix as “intoxicating as champagne, yet 
without the hangover.” The fact that Taft was 
an unrepentant teetotaler does nothing to 
diminish the potency of his argument. 
 We rode toward the sun along the widening 
Saint Lawrence, stopping at Port-au-Persil, a 
serene little village of bright country houses, 
waterfalls and rocky tide pools surrounding a 
century old church. Marie and I sat on a large 
boulder she remembered as her childhood 
whale-watching perch. We waited, but neither 
fin nor hump broke the river’s surface. “Don’t 
worry, by the end of the day, you will be sick 
of the whales,” François promised. 
 Further upriver, in the mountains, Fran-
çois led us off the highway and down a steep 
unmarked road, which became a dirt trail, then 
a barely navigable strip the width of a railroad 
tie through darkening woods. “He’s going to 

kill us,” I thought. It’s always the kind ones 
you’ve got to keep an eye on. 
 Suddenly we were in a pristine, hidden 
cove surrounded by jagged rock cliffs and 
towering pines. I could tell from his smile 
that this was one of François’ Secret Edens, 
and for good reason. A lazy sailboat pulled 
a section of dock across the water while a 
pair of locals cooked sausages and drank beer 
in the meadow next to their overturned 
canoes. Conspiratorial bonjours went around 
the crackling campfire. I was just about to 
make a move on the sausages when François 
announced that we had 10 minutes to get to 
Baie-Sainte-Catherine for our whale-watch-
ing trip—not really a problem as it was only 
15 winding miles north. 
 Evading arrest, we made it to the Zodiac 
just as they were tossing the dock lines. For 
the next two hours we patrolled the rich feed-
ing ground of the upper Saint Lawrence in the 
company of so many Beluga and Fin whales, 
that I stopped counting before we had lost 
sight of the dock. When the excursion ended 
at dusk it was our turn to feed, so we blasted 
the 45 miles back to La Malbaie with stomachs 
growling louder than our machines. 
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 François was confined to house arrest for 
the evening by his lovely and patient wife, 
so he generously hipped us to Auberge des 
3 canards, a short walk from the Richelieu. 
Even in absentia, his guidance was flawless. 
We indulged in Chef Mario Chabot’s table 
d’hôte, which included a local lamb trilogy in 
filo dough and sweet crab spring rolls with 
seaweed and mint. Each course had us sti-
fling obscene moans of pleasure in the quiet 
dining room. 
 Back at the Richelieu we hit the casino, 
which stands where the big summer pool 
had once been. It soured Marie that the 
sunny terrace where she learned to swim 
was now buried under a gaudy nightspot for 
adults looking to be courteously looted. It 
was like any other casino, full of bloodless 
faces tethered to vampirical touchscreens. 
 We found the new saltwater pool at the 
other end of the hotel. It was late and we 
had the place to ourselves. Marie had forgot-
ten her bathing suit and had to buy a flimsy 
paper one-piece from the spa while I swam 
laps. When I lifted my head out of the water 
she was standing on the deck, wrapped in a 
towel, laughing. She tossed the wrap aside 

and struck a runway pose, looking like a 
glamorous bag of microwave popcorn. As she 
descended through the glowing steam and 
paddled into my arms, I realized this was the 
first evening we had spent alone all week. 
 The trip had flown by in what seemed like 
a single afternoon and now, it was over. As we 
looked up at the blizzard of stars in the Char-
levoix sky, she laid her head on my shoulder 
and let out a yawn. I was losing her. “Hey, lets 
go back to the room,” I said with a nudge. “I 
have chocolate.…”  
 In the morning, we had a farewell breakfast 
with François in the clubhouse overlooking 
the Richelieu’s golf course. Marie was stay-
ing behind with her family at their Cap-à-
l’Aigle summerhouse and I was headed back 
to Quebec City on the BMW. 
 The wind was blowing like hell, but after 
a week of unforgettable meals, I was so pot-
bellied a Category 5 hurricane couldn’t have 
knocked me over. As we finished our coffee, 
François and I planned a ride up the coast 
from L.A. to Santa Barbara when he finished 
off Route 66, but I secretly knew it would be 
impossible to turn him around south of Big 
Sur, and that was fine by me. <<
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Marie’s Èpilogue 

 In Quebec, we believe that Les voyages forment 

la jeunesse (voyages shape youth). However, gaug-

ing from Mike’s pitiful state upon our return, I 

might conclude that voyages pulverize middle age. 

A river of beauteous Québécoises and a slab of 

foie gras over pommes frites proved sufficient to 

weaken the poor man’s heart. 

 Still, inspired by Francois’ boundless joie de 

vivre, I envisioned our two road warriors taking la 

Belle Province by storm. Sadly, fantasy crashed to 

a halt when, from a distance, I saw Mike zoom-

ing through the countryside, an old fence block-

ing his path. Was he going to take a leap of faith, 

unflinching green eyes squinting in the summer 

light? No, The Great Escape was not meant to be! 

Mike sputtered away, expanding waistline jiggling 

to the rhythm of AC/DC. 

 I may have lost the battle but not the war. I am 

preparing Mike for our next venture—a dog sled 

excursion through Quebec’s snowy mountains, 

capped by a romantic sleepover at the Ice Hotel. Ten 

miles on the treadmill and three servings of broccoli 

a day should whip our pretty boy into shape.

—Marie Laurin

From left: Humberto Pinochet, François Gariepy, and The Author


