Quebec’s Islands of Intimacy: Les Iles de la Madeleine- Randall Shirley



Beaches on Les Iles de la Madeleine are magical.

Randall Shirley makes a discovery off the coast of Québec that may be Canada’s best-kept secret—a place that may never let you go home. (All photos copyright Randall Shirley)
This is exactly the kind of moment where people die in the movies, I think to myself as waves of the mighty Atlantic pound my body against rocky cliffs. I barely catch my breath and grab in vain for a nearby rock before a giant wave rolls me over again, pushing my body up against a wall of sandstone.

A few feet away, my friend Ghislain, a gay local and proudly Acadian, lets out a whoop of glee as the waves slosh his body against the rocks. I barely hear him as another wave completely pounds over my head—protected inside a climber’s helmet.

“Are you doing OK Randall?” the voice of our guide, Jean-Francois, startles me as he swims up behind me, seemingly unfazed as the surf spins us both over the top of each other. Of course he’s unbothered: the ridiculously fit 20-something swims in these waves every day, guiding travellers like me—dressed in wetsuits, booties, and helmets—along one of the planet’s truly unique eco-adventures: swimming and playing serious ocean waves as they roar into the rust-red sandstone cliffs of the northernmost island, and getting intensely personal with the cliffs, caves, and rock formations the waves create. It’s a sport called “coasteering” that is growing in popularity.

There’s nothing patently gay about the experience, unless, like me, you’re the kind of gay traveller who wants to prove that we haven’t tried everything…yet.

On Les Iles de la Madeleine, known in English as the “Magdalene Islands,” swimming among cliffs and rocks that could easily wreck an errant ship is just one adventure that makes my visit here feel intensely intimate. After four days on this archipelago, smack in the middle of Québec’s Gulf of St. Lawrence, I’ve found an island paradise where both the land and the Acadian people seem to invite intimate experiences. Perhaps they think I’ll fall in love and stay forever. It has happened to others.

These wind-swept and sun-kissed islands have successfully seduced more than a few gay lovers, enticing them to




B&B Hosts Guy Martineau & Ghislain Boudreau enjoy the beaches on Les Iles de la Madeleine.

stay. My friends Ghislain Boudreau and Guy Martineau, a couple for over 20 years, are two of them. They’re living a classic gay dream: owning a B&B. Theirs, called La Butte Ronde, occupies a historic building that previously served locals—Madeleinot, as the Islanders call themselves—as both a schoolhouse and a senior’s dance hall. When they rescued the building, it didn’t have a single window intact. But Guy’s carpentry skills and Ghislain’s willing hands rebuilt it into a remarkable refuge for travellers, gay and straight.

During one of Guy’s gourmet breakfasts (buckwheat pancakes with homemade blueberry sauce) I gaze out the window across the island’s rolling hills. Wood-sided houses dot the landscape, brightly painted in more colours than any gay rainbow. Laundry hangs from lines in the yards, making me think perhaps life is simpler, slower here. The houses look like rainbow confetti tossed from heaven onto the vibrant green landscape. Guy laughs at my observation, explaining that island legend says when God finished creating the world, he had a handful of sand left, so he scattered it in this spot creating the archipelago of four major islands, connected with many sandbars. God did something right—the grassy beaches are among the most beautiful on the entire Atlantic coast, and their remoteness helps keep them sparsely developed.

In truth, the islands—covered in grass, evergreens, a zillion wild daisies and ubiquitous Lupins— are remarkable geologic formations, sitting atop salt domes. This and more I learn at the Sea Museum. Undersea salt mining is a major industry here, but it plays a minor role compared to the traditional industry of fishing. Like other Atlantic maritime regions, cod has largely been depleted, but lobster and scallops abound, and seafood is a dominant theme at the many outstanding restaurants around the islands.

A classic dish of seafood pie is known as pot-en-pot, and I’m lucky enough to sample Guy’s own recipe. It’s loaded with so much lobster I can hardly believe it. In fact, during lobster season (summer, when most people visit), the shellfish can be dirt cheap. Unfortunately, Guy’s pot-en-pot is not available to B&B guests (you may be able to beg for it), but he’ll recommend a couple of restaurants where you can try the dish.

On the far south end of the islands I meet another gay couple who were seduced from the mainland. Laurent Lacoquelle




Colorful houses dot these islands

and William Lovell visited the islands as vacationers nine years ago, and returned to open a B&B. Laurent had taken a few baking courses in Montréal, and word of his breads and baked goods spread around the islands. Today food is the couple’s primary business at their La Fleur de Sable Bakery; Laurent’s baguette’s are the perfect combination of crusty and chewy. Use of local ingredients is key to their bakery’s magic, including a signature foccacia made with magnificent locally smoked herring, or a unique beer bread, blended with suds from the surprisingly good local brew (the brewery is well worth a visit, even if just to ogle the adorable staff). Laurent’s chocolate croissants get raves, too.

Nearby, the heritage village of La Grave beckons with gay-friendly galleries. The Artisans du Sable gallery is especially interesting, selling unique works made of one ingredient the island has plenty of: sand—everything from chess sets to candle holders to statuary.

I’ve come to La Grave for more than great baked goods and galleries. I’ve come to indulge a great gay travel habit: an evening of live theatre. Mes Iles Mon Pays is locally created and produced, the brainchild of Yolande Painchaud, to help create jobs and focus for unemployed people in the region. She’s done a shockingly good job of training local folk into decent actors, and for two hours they bring the history of their islands to life. It’s not high art, but like everything on the islands, there is a sincerity to the production that makes stories of Mi’kmaq natives, the arrival of Champlain, the displacing and return of the Acadian people, and even the modern seal hunt, completely engrossing. Surprisingly, the community hall has a state-of-the-art headphone system which presents the whole thing in English.

Like a great love affair, my tryst with Les Iles de la Madeleine was intensely rich—a lover that isn’t easily shaken from the mind. Luckily for me, and for you, boats and planes travel to these islands every day, and the islands have a lot of love to give. But as we’ve learned, some gay travellers fall so intimately in love with the islands they never come back. Will you be one of them?




Cruising to the Magdalene Islands

Get there: Air Canada offers nonstop service from Montréal, flying time appx. 2 hours. Daily ferry service (5 hours) on CTMA Ferries from Prince Edward Island allows eastern travellers to take their car (a car is required to really explore the islands). A comfortable cruise, also by CTMA, makes the journey from Montréal, requiring 2 nights on board, www.ctma.ca
Stay: 
· The islands have many B&B’s and some small inns, two gay-owned choices include 

· La Butte Ronde Couette & Café (B&B), www.labutteronde.com 

· La Fleur de Sable (B&B), www.lafleurdesable.com 

Eat/drink: 
· There are many choices and excellent food, including an abundance of lobster. A few faves include: 

· La Fleur de Sable Bakery & Café (above) 

· Restaurant Café de la Grave, (418) 937-5765 

· Microbrasserie À l’abri de la Tempête (outstanding brewery), www.alabridelatempete.com 

· Fromagerie du Pied-de-Vent (artisanal cheese) (418) 969-9292 

· Le Fumoir d’Antan (smoked herring) www.fumoirdantan.com 

Play:
· The islands have plenty of activities, including amazing beaches and walking possibilities. See www.tourismeilesdelamadeleine.com 

· Sea kayaking, www.parcdegroscap.ca 

· Rock/cave swimming, La Salicorne Auberge & Escapades, www.salicorne.ca 

· Theatre, www.mesilesmonpays.com 

· Artisans du Sable Sand Art Gallery, www.artisansdusable.com
