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Although every effort was made to make sure the information in this book was accurate when going to press, research was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and things may have changed since the time of writing. Be sure to confirm specific details, like opening hours, closures, and travel guidelines and restrictions, when making your travel plans. For more detailed information, see click here.
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lighthouse and icebergs near St. John’s
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fishing boat leaving St. John’s.





Majestic icebergs wander into fjords and coves on the northern coastlines of Newfoundland. All along the seacoasts, photogenic lighthouses perch atop precipitous cliffs overlooking the surf. Sightseers line up for boat tours led by knowledgeable skippers and academically trained guides, whose vessels nose among whales, seals, and ice.


Labrador, called “the land of stone and rocks” by explorer Jacques Cartier, offers a different type of adventure. Resembling an irregular wedge pointing toward the North Pole, Labrador is bordered on the east by 8,000 kilometers of coastline on the Labrador Sea, and on the west and south by the remote outskirts of Québec. Anglers come from all over for some of the world’s best sportfishing, while serious explorers venture out into the wilderness of the Torngat Mountains.


Newfoundland and Labrador are full of history, coastal beauty, and rugged excursions. But some of your most treasured memories will be of the people. The seafaring life has given them what so much of the modern world has let slip through its fingers. Enjoy these refuges, where the friendly residents will make you feel welcome.
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5 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Hike through the wonders of Gros Morne National Park: Whether it’s the ancient Tablelands, the rugged coast, or the summit of Gros Morne Mountain, this Newfoundland park is a hiker’s paradise.
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2 Get close to icebergs at Twillingate: This is one of the most accessible places in the world to see icebergs up close and personal—either from the shoreline or on a boat tour.
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3 Go whale-watching: Cruise the calm waters of Witless Bay in search of humpbacks, with puffin sightings a bonus.
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4 Get lost in time at the Colony of Avalon: Journey back to the 17th century at this active archaeological dig.
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5 Follow in the footsteps of the Vikings at L’Anse aux Meadows: The excavated remains of the Viking settlement, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, signify the arrival of the first Europeans to step foot on North American soil over 1,000 years ago, while the adjacent Norstead is a re-creation of a Viking village.






The Best of Newfoundland & Labrador



Due to its vastness, a vacation to Newfoundland and Labrador involves either concentrating your time in one part of the province (I’d recommend St. John’s and the Avalon Peninsula) or moving at a faster pace and covering more ground. The following itinerary suggests the latter—arriving in Argentia by ferry from North Sydney, Nova Scotia; looping across the province; and returning to North Sydney aboard a ferry from Port-aux-Basques.


Day 1: St. John’s


130 KM (81 MI)/1.5 HOURS


Wake to your first views of Newfoundland, having taken the overnight ferry from North Sydney, Nova Scotia, to Argentia, from where it’s a 1.5-hour drive to St. John’s, Newfoundland’s provincial capital. Once in St. John’s, head to The Rooms to learn about local history and Signal Hill National Historic Site for the views. Spend late afternoon exploring the charming village of Quidi Vidi, where you have reservations at Mallard Cottage for dinner. Still feeling energetic? The downtown bars of George Street come alive after dark.


Day 2: Avalon Peninsula


550 KM (340 MI)/7 HOURS


Today is spent exploring the Avalon Peninsula. After a whale-watching tour of Witless Bay Ecological Reserve, continue south to Ferryland. Here, Lighthouse Picnics serves up one of the province’s most unique dining experiences after which you can explore the archaeological dig at the Colony of Avalon. Continuing around the peninsula, the next stop is Cape St. Mary’s Ecological Reserve, from where it’s an easy two-hour drive back to St. John’s.


Day 3: Across Newfoundland


700 KM (435 MI)/7 HOURS


Head west from St. John’s, stopping at Trinity, a picturesque fishing village where little has changed in over a century, en route to Gros Morne National Park, where during the long days of summer you have time for a walk through the Tablelands and can still be at Lobster Cove Head in time to watch the sunset. Gros Morne Cabins are a centrally located base in Rocky Harbour.
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Gros Morne Tablelands





Day 4: Gros Morne National Park


350 KM (215 MI)/4 HOURS


Join a morning boat tour of Gros Morne’s Western Brook Pond and drive north along the Northern Peninsula. Make sure to stop at Port au Choix National Historic Site and the thrombolites of Flowers Cove en route to Southwest Pond Cabins in L’Anse aux Meadows. Dinner at the Norseman Restaurant is a must.
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Battle Harbour
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the Thrombolites of Flowers Cove








Day 5: Arriving in Labrador


220 KM (136 MI)/3 HOURS, PLUS 2 HOURS ON FERRY


Visit L’Anse aux Meadows National Historic Site, then drive to St. Barbe and put your feet up for a couple of hours on the ferry crossing to Labrador. The lighthouse at L’Anse Amour should definitely be on your afternoon itinerary, as should Red Bay National Historic Site (Red Bay is also your overnight stop).


Day 6: Battle Harbour


90 KM (56 MI)/1.5 HOURS


Continue north along the Labrador Straits to Mary’s Harbour. Park your vehicle and pack an overnight bag for the short boat trip to Battle Harbour, an “outport” (remote fishing village) that was abandoned in the 1960s, but where restoration efforts include a restaurant and an inn.


Day 7: West Coast


725 KM (450 MI)/8 HOURS, PLUS 2 HOURS ON FERRY


From Battle Harbour, return to the mainland and catch the ferry back to St. Barbe. Stretch your legs at Marble Mountain, and continue south to Port-aux-Basques, from where the evening ferry departs for Nova Scotia.



Best Hikes



Although many of Newfoundland and Labrador’s most spectacular landscapes can be admired from the roadside, to really appreciate the rugged wilderness that defines the region plan on lacing up your hiking boots and exploring trails as varied as short interpretive walks and as challenging as mountain summits.


Summer is prime hiking season in Newfoundland and Labrador, although spring and fall have their own charms—especially the latter when forests burst with distinctive yellow and orange fall colors.


For all but the shortest walks, wear comfortable and appropriate footwear, and carry a day pack with basics such as drinking water, snacks, and a rain jacket. Most hiking trails are within provincial and national parks, where visitors centers will have weather and trail reports. On the Parks Canada website (www.pc.gc.ca), click through to each park for up-to-date trail reports.


• Skerwink Trail (5.3 km/3.3 mi loop, easy/moderate): This two-hour loop takes full advantage of high coastal cliffs around Trinity Bay, with coastal sea stacks and the chance to spot whales the main highlights.
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view from Skerwink Trail





• Coastal Trail (4.4 km/2.7 mi each way, easy): Terra Nova National Park is dominated by boreal forest and rocky coastline—and the Coastal Trail takes in the best of both of these features, with beaches and a waterfall adding to the charm. Allow 2-3 hours for the round-trip, or make the waterfall your turnaround point and you’ll be back at the trailhead in a little over an hour.


• Tablelands Trail (4 km/2.5 mi round-trip, easy): Nowhere in Newfoundland and Labrador is there a hike as unique as Tablelands, which traverses a barren 500-million-year-old plateau in the heart of Gros Morne National Park. Allow 1-1.5 hours for the round-trip.




Best Whale-Watching


Newfoundland and Labrador is one of the world’s best destinations for whale-watching. Humpback whales are loved by all for their spectacular breaching displays and present throughout local waters. Other common species are finback, pilot, and minke whales. Right and blue whales are present in local waters, but rarely sighted on tours.


No guarantees, but with an abundance of whales relatively close to land, you will generally see one or more whales at the locations detailed below. The whale-watching season extends from May to September, with August generally regarded as prime-time whale-watching for the better chance of calmer seas, warmer weather, and less fog.


Each whale-watching operator offers something different, so to ensure your enjoyment, ask questions such as “Is the boat covered?” and “Is there a washroom on board?” Also be aware of weather forecasts and check the operators’ social media feeds to see how successful recent trips have been.


The best destinations for whale-watching in Newfoundland and Labrador include:


• Witless Bay Ecological Reserve: Join a whale-watching tour through this marine reserve south of St. John’s and you’ll mostly likely see humpback whales, but killer, finback, and minke whales are also present.
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whale-watching tour in Witless Bay





• St. Anthony: On Newfoundland’s Northern Peninsula, the main goal for tour boat operators is getting visitors up close and personal with icebergs, but sightings of humpback, minke, and finback whales are common on these same tours.


• Quirpon Island: Only serious nature-lovers make the long trek to this remote island off the northern tip of the Northern Peninsula. But the rewards are many, including land-based whale-watching and plentiful humpback, minke, and orca sightings on boat and kayak tours.


Newfoundland and Labrador also has dozens of recognized land-based viewing spots, including Signal Hill, Cape St. Mary’s, the Skerwink Trail, Trinity, Cape Bonavista, Twillingate, and St. Anthony. You may also see whales when crossing by ferry between Digby and Saint John or on the crossing from Newfoundland to Labrador.





• Gros Morne Mountain Trail (8 km/5 mi each way, difficult): Outdoor enthusiasts who set out on one of Newfoundland’s most challenging day hikes are rewarded with sweeping 360-degree views of mountains, inland waterways, and the ocean. Allow eight hours for the round-trip.
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colorful homes overlooking St. John’s Harbour







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S The Rooms: With a museum, an art gallery, and spectacular harbor views, this magnificent complex showcases the very best of everything in Newfoundland and Labrador (click here).


S Signal Hill: The sweeping ocean and city views alone make the drive to the top of Signal Hill worthwhile (click here).
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S Johnson Geo Centre: Descend underground in a glass-sided elevator to see the ancient geological world of the province come to life (click here).


S Quidi Vidi: With its charming fishing shacks and rugged shoreline, this lake feels remote—but downtown is just over the hill (click here).


S Witless Bay Ecological Reserve: Jump aboard a tour boat and head out to this reserve, where you’re almost guaranteed whale, puffin, and seal sightings (click here).


S Colony of Avalon: This ongoing archaeological dig is slowly uncovering one of North America’s oldest European settlements (click here).


S Cape St. Mary’s Ecological Reserve: Even if you have no real interest in birds, the sights and sounds of thousands of gannets on this offshore rock stack are a spectacle to remember (click here).
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Signal Hill
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The Rooms, a provincial museum and art gallery complex.








St. John’s, the provincial capital, is a colorful and comfortable city. Situated on the steep inland side of St. John’s Harbour, the city’s rooftops form a tapestry: Some are gracefully drawn with swooping mansard curves, some are pancake-flat or starkly pitched, and others are pyramidal with clay pots placed atop the central chimneys. Against this otherwise picture-perfect tapestry, the tangle of electrical wires strung up and down the hillside is a visual offense.


Contrasts of color are everywhere. House windows are framed in deep turquoise, red, bright yellow, or pale pink and are covered with starched white lace curtains. Window boxes are stuffed to overflowing with red geraniums and purple and pink petunias. Along the streets, cement walls brace the hillside, and any blank surface serves as an excuse for a pastel-painted mural. The storefronts on Water Street, as individual as their owners, stand out in Wedgwood blue, lime green, purple, and rose. At street-side, public telephone booths are painted the bright red of old-time fire hydrants.
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As the Newfoundlanders say, St. John’s offers the best for visitors—another way of saying that Newfoundland is for some short on cities and long on coastal outports. But without question, St. John’s thrives with places for dining, nightlife, sightseeing, and lodging—more than anywhere else across the island and Labrador. Simply put, the Newfoundlanders have carved a contemporary, livable, and intriguing niche in one of North America’s most ancient ports. Come to St. John’s for some of Atlantic Canada’s most abundant high-quality shopping, unusual dining in lush surroundings, interesting maritime history displayed in fine museums, rousing nightlife and music, and an emerging and eclectic fine-arts scene.


When you’re done with the city, there’s the rest of the Avalon Peninsula to discover. Within day-tripping distance of downtown, you can go whale-watching at Witless Bay Ecological Reserve, watch archaeologists at work at Ferryland, walk in to North America’s most accessible bird sanctuary at Cape St. Mary’s, and drive through delightfully named villages like Heart’s Desire.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Whether you arrive by air, by ferry, or overland from the west, St. John’s is a definite destination in itself. It has all the amenities of a major city, including top-notch accommodations, a good range of restaurants, and lively nightlife. Sightseeing will easily fill two days, with at least a few hours spent at The Rooms, a museum and art gallery complex as good as any in Canada. Don’t miss the drive up to Signal Hill National Historic Site, and stop at Johnson Geo Centre along the way. The Fluvarium is a good rainy-day diversion. While the village of Quidi Vidi provides a taste of the rest of the province without leaving city limits, the rest of the Avalon Peninsula is well worth exploring.


The options are relatively straightforward—either use St. John’s as a base for day trips or plan on an overnight excursion. Two highlights—a whale-watching trip to Witless Bay Ecological Reserve and a visit to the historic Colony of Avalon—can easily be combined into a day trip. Bird-rich Cape St. Mary’s Ecological Reserve is also within a couple of hours’ drive of St. John’s, although if you’re arriving by ferry from Nova Scotia, it’s only a short detour from the main route into town. If you’re arriving by air, five days is the minimum amount of time to allow for exploring the city and the Avalon Peninsula. If you’re arriving by ferry with your own vehicle, plan on spending three days on the Avalon Peninsula (including St. John’s) and seven days traveling through the central and western portion of the province to the ferry terminal at Port-aux-Basques. Add two days’ travel from Halifax (including the two ferry trips from and to Sydney) and you can create a 12-day itinerary with no backtracking.


HISTORY


St. John’s officially dates to 1497, when Newfoundlanders say the explorer John Cabot sailed into the harbor and claimed the area for England. By the early 1540s, St. John’s Harbour was a major port on old-world maps, and the French explorer Jacques Cartier anchored there for ship repairs. The British—who arrived, conquered, and remained for centuries—have had the greatest impact here. By 1528 the port had its first residence, and the main lanes were the Lower Path (Water Street) and Upper Path (Duckworth Street). Fishing thrived, but settlement was slow. Early on, the defenseless port was easy game for other European imperialists, and in 1665 the Dutch plundered the town. Nevertheless, by 1675, St. John’s had a population of 185, as well as 155 cattle and 48 boats anchored at 23 piers. By 1696, the French emerged as England’s persistent adversary. The French launched destructive attacks on St. John’s in 1696, 1705, and 1709.




The Newfoundland Dog and Labrador Retriever


The large, long-haired Newfoundland dog is believed to have originated with the early Portuguese, who brought mountain sheepdogs across the Atlantic with them. Considered one of North America’s finest show dogs, the Newfoundland is better known locally as a working dog. Its swimming prowess, used to rescue shipwrecked fishers and sailors from stormy seas, has inspired local legends.
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statues of a Labrador retriever and a Newfoundland dog located in Harbourside Park in St. John’s





Contrary to the name, the Labrador retriever originated on the island of Newfoundland as a descendant of the Newfoundland dog. The retriever was known as the “lesser Newfoundland,” “St. John’s dog,” or “St. John’s water dog” until its debut in London at the English Kennel Club in 1903.





St. John’s was a seamy port through most of its early years. In a town bereft of permanent settlement and social constraints, 80 taverns and innumerable brothels flourished on Water Street, with a few stores on Duckworth Street and Buckleys Lane (George Street). The port’s inhabitants were a motley mix of Spaniards, Portuguese, French, and British; as the latter gained dominance, Anglo immigration was encouraged. In 1892, a huge fire destroyed the city from Water Street to the East End, leveling 1,572 houses and 150 stores and leaving 1,900 families homeless. The stores, commercial buildings, and merchant mansions were re-created in Gothic Revival and Second Empire styles.



Sights



Most of St. John’s best sightseeing revolves around the city’s long and colorful history. In addition to traditional sights such as The Rooms (the provincial museum) and national historic sites, go beyond the ordinary and plan on sipping a pint of beer at the Crow’s Nest and joining a guided walking tour of downtown—both excellent ways to soak up the seafaring ambience of this historic city.


DOWNTOWN


Although adding to the charm in many ways, the layout of downtown defies modern logic. The streets follow footpaths laid out by European fishermen and sailors centuries ago, when towns were not planned but simply evolved for everyone’s convenience. Water Street (one of North America’s oldest streets) and the other main streets rise parallel to the waterfront and are intersected by roads meandering across the hillside. Historic stone staircases climb grades too steep for paved roads.
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S The Rooms



One of Canada’s finest cultural facilities, The Rooms (9 Bonaventure Ave., 709/757-8000, June-mid-Sept. Mon.-Sat. 10am-5pm, Sun. noon-5pm, mid-Sept.-May Wed.-Sat. 10am-5pm, Sun. noon-5pm, adult $10, senior $6.50, child $5) combines a provincial museum, art gallery, and archives under one roof. Styled on the simple oceanfront “fishing rooms” where Newfoundlanders would process their catch, this complex setting on the site of a 1750s fort is anything but basic. From a distance, it is nothing short of spectacular to see the ultramodern “rooms” rising above the rest of the city like a mirage. The interior is no less impressive, with huge windows allowing uninterrupted views across the city and harbor. Displays in the museum component encompass the entire natural and human history of Newfoundland and Labrador, from glaciation to modern-day cultural diversity. The art gallery spreads across two floors. More than 7,000 works of art are displayed, with touring exhibits adding to the artistic mix. If you’re a history buff with time to spare, include a visit to the archives, which contain more than 500,000 historical photos, plus government and shipping records, maps and atlases, family histories, and personal diaries.
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1: The Rooms 2: Signal Hill 3: Quidi Vidi





Basilica Cathedral Museum


The early Roman Catholics aimed to make an impact on the skyline of St. John’s, and did so in the mid-1800s with the Basilica Cathedral of St. John the Baptist (200 Military Rd., 709/754-2170, http://thebasilica.ca, June-Sept. Sun.-Fri. 8am-4pm, Sat. 9am-5pm, free), one block toward downtown from The Rooms. The Romanesque cathedral, built of stone and shaped like a Latin cross with twin 43-meter-high (141-foot-high) towers, is now a national historic site. In addition to the museum, guided tours point out the ornate ceilings embellished with gold leaf, numerous statues, and other features.


Anglican Cathedral of St. John the Baptist


The Anglican Cathedral of St. John the Baptist (16 Church Hill, 709/726-5677, June Mon.-Fri. 10am-noon and 2pm-4pm, July-Sept. Mon.-Fri. 10am-4pm, Sat. 10am-noon, free) is a national historic site revered by locals (and said to be haunted by a resident ghost). English architect Sir George Gilbert Scott designed the impressive Gothic Revival edifice in Newfoundland bluestone. The cornerstone was laid in 1847, and the Great Fire of 1892 almost gutted the structure. Reconstruction within the walls started the next year. Of special interest are the carved furnishings and sculpted arches, and a gold communion service presented by King William IV.



Newfoundland & Labrador Pharmacy Museum



Inside the splendidly restored and gleaming Art Deco Apothecary Hall, the Newfoundland & Labrador Pharmacy Museum (488 Water St., 709/221-0600, Mon.-Fri. 8am-4:30pm, free) recalls a pharmacy of the early 1900s. Apothecary Hall operated as a drugstore from 1922 until 1986, but furnishings and equipment on display goes back further, including the oak furniture, which was imported from England in the 1870s.


Newman Wine Vaults


In the late 1700s, wine that had been stored in St. John’s was transported back to London, where it was deemed to have a much improved flavor. As a result, a number of wine vaults were constructed in the city, and cases of wine were brought across the Atlantic to mature. The last remaining of these is Newman Wine Vaults (436 Water St., 709/739-7870, July-Aug. daily 9:30am-5pm, adult $6, senior $4, child $3), on the west side of downtown. Ensconced in a more modern shell, the two vaults, held together by mortar from crushed seashells, are the oldest buildings in St. John’s.


Railway Coastal Museum


The Newfoundland Railway was a vital link for islanders between 1898 and the last scheduled passenger service in 1969. It extended the length of the island (roughly following the modern-day Trans-Canada Highway), terminating in the east at what is now the Railway Coastal Museum (495 Water St. W., 709/570-2143, summer daily 10am-5pm, the rest of the year Wed.-Sun. 10am-5pm, adult $8, senior $7, child $6), west of the New Gower Street overpass. Symbolizing the grandeur of its one-time importance, the city’s main railway station forms the backbone of the museum, with historical photographs and memorabilia from days gone by.


Government House


One of few structures that escaped damage in the Great Fire of 1892, Government House (50 Military Rd., grounds open daily dawn-dusk) is the residence of the province’s lieutenant governor. The impressive 1831 building was constructed of red sandstone quarried from Signal Hill and features a moat, ceiling frescoes, and flower gardens. This, the Commissariat House, and St. Thomas’s Anglican Church are on the northern edge of downtown, a steep five-block walk from the waterfront.


The Commissariat


Now protected as a provincial historic site, The Commissariat (11 King’s Bridge Rd., 709/729-6370, mid-May-June and Sept.-early Oct. Wed.-Sun. 9:30am-5pm, July-Aug. daily 9:30am-5pm, adult $6, senior $4, child $3) began in 1818 as a residence and office for Fort William’s assistant commissary general. Over the years, the three-story building was used as the St. Thomas’s Anglican Church rectory, a nursing home, and a hospital. The interior, furnished with antiques, has been restored in the style of the 1830s.


St. Thomas’s Anglican Church


St. Thomas’s Anglican Church (corner of King’s Bridge Rd. and Military Rd., 709/576-6632, free) is known as the Old Garrison Church. Dating to the 1830s, the city’s oldest church houses a cast-iron Hanoverian coat of arms over the door, attesting to the royal lineage. Call for details of summer sanctuary tours.



S SIGNAL HILL



The distinct geological feature of the Signal Hill National Historic Site rises high above the Narrows, at the mouth of St. John’s Harbour. On a clear day, it’s plainly visible from throughout town, but more importantly, it offers stunning views back across the city, down the coast, and out into the Atlantic Ocean. Although Signal Hill is only a little more than 2 kilometers (1.2 miles) from the city center, it’s a steep walk, so plan on driving.



S Johnson Geo Centre



What better place for a geology museum than underground? Access to the Johnson Geo Centre (175 Signal Hill Rd., 709/864-3200, daily 9:30am-5pm, adult $12, senior $9, child $6), almost at the top of Signal Hill, is a glass-sided elevator that descends below the rocky landscape to a cavernous room where one entire wall exposes the 550-million-year-old bedrock. Displays describe the entire geological history of the province, from the oldest rocks on earth to modern oil and gas exploration. Highlights include a Titanic room, where you can watch footage from exploration of the famous wreck.


Signal Hill National Historic Site


In the 1700s, this hill, once known as the Lookout, served as part of a British signaling system; news of friendly or hostile ships was flagged from Cape Spear to Signal Hill, where the message was conveyed to Fort William in town. In 1762 the Battle of Signal Hill marked the Seven Years’ War’s final North American land battle, with England victorious and France the loser.


On the road up to the hilltop is the Visitor Interpretation Centre (709/772-5367, mid-May-mid-June and Sept.-mid-Oct. Wed.-Sun. 10am-5pm, mid-June-Aug. daily 10am-5pm, adult $4, senior $3.50, child $2), which tells the long and colorful story of Signal Hill through modern and interactive exhibits.


Continuing upward by road or on foot, Cabot Tower (mid-Apr.-mid-Nov. daily 9am-5pm, Interpretation Centre admission includes Cabot Tower) is at the very top of Signal Hill. This is where Guglielmo Marconi received the first transatlantic wireless message. The hilltop is pocked with historical remnants. England’s Imperial Powder Magazine stored gunpowder during the Napoleonic Wars, and the Queen’s Battery—an authentic outport tucked beneath the cliff—guarded the harbor Narrows from 1833.


For hiking, the North Head Trail peels off the top of the hill and follows the cliffs to Fort Chain Rock. The Cuckold’s Cove Trail wends across Signal Hill’s leeward side to Quidi Vidi Village.



S QUIDI VIDI



The Atlantic’s watery inroads permeate the St. John’s area. Aside from the city’s famed harbor, another sizable pocket of the sea—Quidi Vidi Lake—lies nearby. Its azure-blue waters meet a boulder-bound coastline, all within the bustling city limits. Quidi Vidi Lake (“kiddie viddie” is the local pronunciation) is best known as the site of the Royal St. John’s Regatta, held on the first Wednesday in August. The lake’s choppy water also lures windsurfers. Locals enjoy strolls along the grassy banks. To get there, follow Water Street west under Pitts Memorial Drive and turn left onto Route 11 (Blackhead Road).


Beyond the lake is picturesque Quidi Vidi Village. Wander the narrow, winding streets of this fishing village and you’ll never believe a provincial capital lies just over the hill.


Quidi Vidi Battery


Quidi Vidi Battery (Cuckhold’s Cove Rd., 709/729-2977, July-Oct. daily 10am-5:30pm, adult $3) sits high on a hill above Quidi Vidi, overlooking the lake and village. The site owes its origin to the French, who built the battery in their effort to capture St. John’s in 1762. France lost, and the British took the battery and rebuilt it in 1780. The site has been restored to its War of 1812 glory years, when England fortified the battery in anticipation of an attack by the United States that never materialized. The battery is now staffed by guides dressed in period uniforms of the Royal Artillery.


SOUTH OF DOWNTOWN


Bowring Park


Arguably the city’s prettiest, Bowring Park has hosted significant guests for many tree-planting ceremonies, including a visit from Queen Elizabeth for the Cabot celebrations in 1997. Crocus and hyacinth beds make a colorful impact during spring, swans glide across the tranquil ponds in summer, and the setting is transformed into a canvas of dappled oranges and reds during autumn. Statues are everywhere, the most famous being of Peter Pan. It’s a replica of the original in England’s Kensington Gardens, and it serves as a memorial to Sir Edgar Bowring’s godchild, who died in an offshore shipwreck.


To get there, stay south on Water Street until the road splits into Waterford Bridge and Topsail Roads; continue on Waterford Bridge Road for 3 kilometers (1.9 miles) to the park’s entrance.


Cape Spear National Historic Site


The eminently photogenic Cape Spear National Historic Site lighthouse (off Rte. 11, 709/772-5367, mid-May-mid-June Wed.-Sun. 10am-6pm, mid-June-early Sept. daily 10am-6pm, early Sept.-mid-Oct. Sat.-Wed. 9am-5pm, adult $4, senior $3.50, child $2) crowns a windy 75-meter-high (246-foot-high) promontory above the Atlantic Ocean. Built in 1839, the lighthouse ranks as the province’s oldest extant beacon and was used until 1955, when the original lighting apparatus was moved to a more efficient building nearby. The keeper’s living quarters have been restored, while the adjacent visitors center displays antiques and maritime artifacts.




[image: image]


Cape Spear National Historic Site





Outside the lighthouse, the precipitous slopes hold the rusting remains of World War II gun batteries. Hiking trails fan out from the peak. The 10-kilometer (6.2-mile) trail to Maddox Cove starts here and winds south along the coast, through gullies, bakeapple bogs, and berry patches. If you’re lucky, you’ll see a family of shy foxes in the high grasses.


The cape, North America’s most easterly point, lies 6 kilometers (3.7 miles) southeast of St. John’s Harbour as the crow flies and 15 kilometers (9.3 miles) around Route 11’s coastal curve. To get there, follow Water Street to the exit for Pitts Memorial Parkway and turn left to Route 11 (Blackhead Road).


PIPPY PARK


Civilization ends and wilderness begins at the Pippy Park preserve, which covers 1,343 hectares (3,319 acres) of woodlands, grasslands, and rolling hills on the steep hilltop plateau overlooking St. John’s. In addition to the Fluvarium and the botanical garden, the park is laced with hiking trails and is home to two golf courses. Developed along the rim of the hill, the park fronts Confederation Parkway/Prince Philip Drive and encompasses Memorial University’s campus and the government Confederation Building complex. Barrens, marshes, woodlands, ponds, and streams make for a splendid landscape. Moose, muskrats, mink, snowshoe hares, meadow voles, and common shrews roam the hilly terrain, which is studded with balsam fir, spruce, and juniper. The green-winged teal, black and pintail duck, sora rail, American bittern, gyrfalcon, and pied-billed grebe are among the birds lured to Long Pond, the oval lake near the park’s edge. Long Pond marks the start of the 7-kilometer (4.3-mile) Rennies River Trail across the city’s hillside to Quidi Vidi Lake.


Fluvarium


The eco-attraction Fluvarium (5 Nagle’s Pl., 709/754-3474, July-Aug. Mon.-Fri. 9am-5pm, Sat.-Sun. 10am-5pm, Sept.-June Mon.-Fri. 9am-4:30pm, Sat.-Sun. noon-4:30pm, adult $8, senior $6, child $5) overlooks Long Pond from just north of Prince Philip Drive. It’s contained in a handsome eight-sided wooden building wrapped with an open porch; you enter on the second floor, a spacious room with ecological exhibits depicting Atlantic salmon (feeding is at 4pm daily) and other fish species, marsh birds, and carnivorous plants. The center’s pièce de résistance is down a winding stairway. Nine windows pierce the walls and provide spectators a below-water-level look at the brook and brown trout, arctic char, and salmon in Nagle’s Hill Brook. It’s an innovative variation on the traditional aquarium.


Memorial University Botanical Garden


The 38-hectare (94-acre) Memorial University Botanical Garden (306 Mt. Scio Rd., 709/737-8590, June Wed.-Sun. 10am-4pm, July-Nov. daily 10am-4pm, adult $9, senior and child $6) is the province’s only botanical garden. Garden environments include heather beds, a cottage garden, a rock garden, and a wildflower garden. Hiking trails wind through a boreal forest and a fen, both resplendent with native flowers, shrubs, and trees. The gardens feature a medley of soft colors. Blue forget-me-not, white turtlehead and rhododendron, and pink joe-pye weed bloom among spirea, northern wild raisin, dogwood, and high-bush cranberry. White birch, chokecherry, trembling aspen, ash, willow, and maple surround the botanical medley. To get to the gardens, follow Allandale Road north past Prince Philip Drive and turn west on Mt. Scio Road.


WEST OF DOWNTOWN


Bell Island


One of many islands in Conception Bay, west of St. John’s, 9-kilometer-long (5.6-mile-long) Bell Island has a long history of mining. No. 2 Mine (13 Compressor Hill, 709/488-2880, May-Oct. 10am-6pm, adult $12, senior $10, child $5), which stopped operating in 1949, remains one of the world’s most productive submarine (underground) iron ore mines. The striking black-and-white photography of Yousuf Karsh is a highlight of the aboveground museum, while underground the main shaft has been restored and is open for inspection. Guided one-hour tours include the use of a hard hat, but you should bring your own sweater.


Newfoundlanders boast an incredible flair for artistic expression, an ability displayed in the Bell Island murals. Large-scale scenes painted on the sides of buildings depict the community’s life and people during the ore-mining decades. Look for the half-dozen murals in different locations across the tiny island’s northeastern corner, mainly in and near Wabana, the largest settlement. One assumes the murals were painted from historical photographs, yet there’s a sense of real life to each painting—from a car’s black luster to the animated figures and even the clear gleam of a miner’s eyes.
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