Faux France

by

Eyes Right

Montreal, QC, Canada -   Let me get the unpleasantness out of the way immediately.  I have problems with any city that outlaws turning right on red.  

With that caveat in place, allow me to report that Montreal does have its attractive points, at least during the summer.  There are boat cruises on the St. Lawrence with standard sightseeing, or you can add the dinner and dancing variant.   Every restaurant in the Old Harbor section has seating on adjacent sidewalks, and most were filled with French-speaking customers enjoying the warm summer evening.  In fact, all signage is in French, so there is a distinct feeling of Paris-East.  [Simply saying hello to a passerby, and receiving a cold stare in return, can intensify that feeling.] 

Charming is the operative word for the old section of Montreal.  The streets are mostly cobblestone and narrow and lined with shops, law offices, and fast food restaurants, again mostly French.  Many of the shops cater to tourists.  The “hot spot” of this area is centered around the intersection of Rue Notre-Dame and Rue Jacques-Cartier, where a pedestrian plaza stretches 2 blocks downhill to the harbor.  I counted 8 henna booths and far-too-many-to-count caricature stands ($10 Canadian for a facial portrait). My favorite attraction was a character I dubbed THE GOLDEN MAN, a mime looking exactly like Elvis, except sprayed from hair to shoes with gold paint – I am not kidding.  He was throwing Mardi Gras beads to children.  Next to him was a sign saying, “I NEED TWO DOLLARS.”  Occasionally he would get it.

There were also other attractions on the plaza.  A guy in formal wear was standing frozen, statue-style, absolutely motionless.  Beside him was a sign imploring people to love one another.  Another of his signs offered “FREE HUGS.”  The hugs were not exactly free in the traditional sense, as he seemed far more inclined to hug those who threw a dollar or two into the hat at his feet.  I did, however, watch him give a free and very prolonged, tight hug to a shapely 20-something woman and to several small children.  

We had dinner at one of the sidewalk restaurants, Le Cabaret du Roy.  The theme of this place was early American, as in eat-like-original-pioneers-while-being-served-by costumed waitresses and waiters in 1800’s garb.  Unfortunately, the young woman serving us was a dead ringer for Scarlett Johansson, so the mood was broken a bit.  I chose Lord Hibert’s Meat Pie, a pot pie concoction filled with bacon, game (not specified what game), pork, potatoes, cinnamon, ginger, cloves, and nutmeg – all covered with dough advertised to be crusty, but in reality, somewhat chewy.  Scarlett’s presence made it all seem tasty.

Our meal the previous evening was in Laval, a large city directly north of Montreal.  I had found this place called Restaurant Le Saint-Christophe using my AAA guide book.  It was immersed in a residential neighborhood in a very attractive brick house, which had been converted to a restaurant.  We chose to be seated on the front porch.  What took place over the next two hours was the absolutely best meal I have ever enjoyed.  The service was superb; the six-course meal was to die for.  Every item, from the appetizer through to the dessert, was insanely delicious.  One of our treats was an edible orchid!

We also hiked Mont Royal – a strategically placed hill overlooking all of Montreal.  It was a sunny afternoon, and most of Montreal seemed to be on the Mont.  It was there that we dropped our expensive digital camera to the rocks below.  Unfortunately, I knew no French curse words.  But the memories of Le Saint-Christophe were still fresh, so I forgave and forgot.

I thought you might like to know.
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