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				Portrait of Québec City

				Rich in history and architecture, magnificent Québec City is set amidst an exceptional natural landscape. Even though Québec City is one of the oldest cities in North America and the oldest in Canada, it is firmly turned to the future.

				The Haute-Ville (upper town) sits on a promontory, Cap Diamant, which is more than 98m high and juts out over the St. Lawrence River. During his third trip, Jacques Cartier named this rocky outcrop “Cap aux Diamants,” believing he had discovered diamonds and gold here. But he quickly learned that these precious stones were nothing more than common fool’s gold and quartz. Nevertheless, Cap Diamant became the future site of Québec City when Champlain established a fur trading post and fortified buildings, creating the settlement known as “Abitation.”

				This site played a strategic role in New France’s defence system. Here the St. Lawrence River is only 1km wide, and it is this narrowing of the river that gave Québec City the name “Kebec,” an Algonquin word meaning “place where the river narrows.” Perched on top of Cap Diamant and surrounded by major fortifications from very early on, the city is commonly dubbed the “Gibraltar of North America.”

				This fortification did not succeed, however, in driving back the English troops who finally captured the city during the Battle of the Plains of Abraham. Yet the French colony managed to retain its cultural identity after the Conquest. Well protected inside its walls, Québec City’s heart continued to beat, making it the centre of French Canadian culture in North America.

				In 1985, in order to preserve and promote Québec City and its cultural treasures, UNESCO declared the city’s historic area—the only walled city in North America—North America’s first World Heritage Site.

				Affectionately known as the “Vieille Capitale” (Old Capital City), but usually simply called “Québec” by the Québécois, Québec City is the soul of the French-speaking Americas. Thousands of tourists visit it every year and marvel at the city’s many charms, its European atmosphere and its inhabitants’ joie de vivre and hospitality. The architecture and narrow cobblestone streets give the city its character. A romantic place that never fails to fascinate, Québec City has been a source of inspiration to artists for more than three centuries. It is a delight for both the eye and the soul. This little gem is irresistible and whether you visit in the summer, winter, spring or autumn, you cannot help but give in to its charm.

				Geography

				Québec City covers an area of 450km2 and has a population of more than half a million people, mostly French-speaking. Its six boroughs—La Cité–Limoilou, Les Rivières, Sainte-Foy–Sillery–Cap-Rouge, Charlesbourg, Beauport, and La Haute-Saint-Charles—are divided into 35 different neighbourhoods.

				Downtown Québec City occupies the Saint-Roch neighbourhood in the Basse-Ville area. The Haute-Ville (upper town) and Basse-Ville (lower town) are an easy geographical reference commonly used by the city’s residents. You’ll have no trouble telling the first, with its prosperous buildings atop Cap Diamant, from the second, an area with working-class roots spreading from the foot of the cape.

				History

				The First Europeans

				The first Europeans to reach the coast of North America were the Vikings who explored the region in the 10th century. They were followed by whalers and fishers in search of cod.

				However, beginning in 1534, Jacques Cartier made three journeys that marked a turning point in this segment of North American history and were the first official contacts between France and the New World. Cartier’s mission for the king of France, François I, was to discover a passage to the East and find the gold and other riches that France needed so badly at the time. After Cartier’s failure to fulfill his mission, France abandoned these new lands, considering them unimportant.

				A few decades later, the considerable profit that could be made in the fur trade rekindled French interest in New France. In 1608, Samuel de Champlain chose the site where Québec City is now located to set up the first permanent trading post. Champlain was surprised not to find the Aboriginal people that Cartier had described following his journeys. During this time, the sedentary Iroquois who farmed and hunted had moved south and were replaced by the nomadic Algonquins who subsisted on hunting and gathering. The Algonquins became France’s main allies. Unlike the Iroquois, they did not have a very strong sense of land ownership and did not show any resistance when the French settled on their territory. The Algonquins agreed to take part in the fur trade with the French.

				
					A Brief Summary of Québec City’s History

					1525-1530: Basque fishermen range up the St. Lawrence River and around the Rivière Saguenay.

					1535: Jacques Cartier reaches the mouth of the Rivière Sainte-Croix (today called Rivière Saint-Charles), near the Iroquois village of Stadaconé. He is welcomed by Donnacona, the village chief.

					1608: On July 3, Samuel de Champlain founds a fur trading post on the Native site called “Québec,” under the governorship of Pierre Dugua, Sieur de Mons, who holds a trade monopoly. He has an “Abitation” built here.

					1627-1663: The Compagnie des Cent Associés takes responsibility for populating the colony. The company’s shareholders include Samuel de Champlain and Cardinal Richelieu.

					1635: The Collège de Québec is founded by the Jesuits.

					1639: The Ursuline nuns and Marie de l’Incarnation (Marie Guyart) arrive in Québec City to teach young girls.

					1663: Québec City becomes the capital of New France.

					1759: On 13 September, British troops under General James Wolfe land at Anse au Foulon and scale Cap Diamant, ambushing the French troops under General Montcalm and defeating them in the brief Battle of the Plains of Abraham.

					1763-1791: following the British Conquest, the former capital of New France becomes the capital of the Province of Quebec.

					1791-1841: Québec City serves as the capital of the colony of Lower Canada.

					1833: Québec City obtains its municipal charter. 

					1845: Fires ravage the neighbourhoods of Saint-Roch and Saint-Jean.

					1849-1865: Québec City serves as the capital of the united Province of Canada.

					1867: With Canadian Confederation, Québec City becomes the capital of the Province of Québec.

					1896: Le Soleil, still today Québec City’s most important daily newspaper, is founded. 

					1917: The Pont de Québec, the longest cantilever structure in the world at the time, links Québec City on the north bank of the St. Lawrence with Lévis to the south. Eighty-nine workers had been killed in two tragic collapses during its construction. 

					1918: Anti-conscription riots break out. The army fires on the crowd, killing four in the Saint-Sauveur neighbourhood.

					1943 and 1944: During the Second World War, Québec City hosts two conferences of the Allies at the Château Frontenac and the Citadelle. The 1943 conference brings together US President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, Canadian Prime Minister William Lyon Mackenzie King, and Chinese foreign affairs minister T.V. Soong. Churchill and Roosevelt return for the 1944 conference.
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