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ABSTRACT 

      Soon after the fall of New France (1534-1760, 1763) under French King Louis XV to the British Empire (English 
King George II and George III), more than 65,000 French Canadians were left under new rule along the shores of 
the St. Lawrence River towards the end of the 18th century and the early 19th century. For the ex-French colony, 
winter, snow and cold did not get easier after the battle on the Plains of Abraham around Quebec City (13 
September 1759). This article looks at how the French colony, now under British government that led to the 
foundation of Lower Canada (1791-1841) and Upper Canada (1791-1841) and later Canada (1867), developed 
ingenious strategies to endure winter along what is called the snowiest valley in the world (The St. Lawrence Valley 
in Eastern Canada), considering its population (now more than 8 million), latitude (±45̊ N) and the nature of the 
climate (type Dfb; a continental temperate climate according to Köppen’s World Climate Classification or type 23C; 
a moderate, fairly wet continental climate from Litynski’s World Numerical Climate Classification). (KEYWORDS: 
Cold, snow, winter, Canada, St. Lawrence Valley, 1760-1900). 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
     As the French colonial empire was expanding throughout the world (16th century onward) so was New France (a 
vast territory extending at one point from Newfoundland to the Rocky Mountains in the west and from Hudson Bay 
to the Gulf of Mexico to the south) until it came to cessation around 1760-1763 (Treaty of Paris, 1763 ending the 
Seven Years’ War 1756-1763 between Britain, Spain and France). Nevertheless one of the worst enemies of the 
French settlers along the St. Lawrence Valley and in Canada (and other parts of North America) from the 17th 
century wasn’t so much people or wars but winter, even with the help of First Nations. Very slowly adapting to a 
new land and a much colder and snowier winter, thousands of people died from cold, scurvy and other diseases 
related to the cold season. Housing, clothing, transportation, food and just about everything else were maladapted to 
the new world. Winter did translate into death for several people.  
 
     Habits, lifestyle and other components mainly exported from France were going to be challenge by new North 
American standards of living and harsh climate. Progress was made very slowly. Changing the construction of 
houses and other buildings from stones (too cold and humid in the wintertime) to lumber was a step in the right 
direction.  Replacing an inappropriate main fireplace by a better central heating system that would insure a better 
distribution of heat throughout the new residence was another one. 
 

18th  CENTURY 
 
      Prior to the collapse of New France, a great innovation was already being developed at the turn of this century. 
Built from a smelter located at the St. Maurice Ironworks in the north of Trois-Rivières, Québec, a new cast-iron 
wood-burning stove, a major breakthrough, was put together and revolutionized the comfort of home in providing 
central heating by being connected to one or more pipes leading to a chimney distributing the heat evenly indoor.  
 
     Over a period of about 100 years, the factory (±1730-1830 employing up to 100 craftsmen) manufactured 
thousands of units allowing families with several children to stay warm and safe during the coldest months of the 
year. This new system also kept churches and other public buildings away from the cold replacing more adequately 
the traditional old and obsolete fireplace as long as firewood was available to feed the new stove. More houses were 
also being built from wood as compared to stones helping the cold to stay outside. 
 
     As years went by, carpenters (often working from detached sheds built next to their houses) made and repaired 
more adequate pieces of furniture, tools, children’s toys and some games as well as sleighs pulled from horses to 
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make transportation a little easier on the abundant snow but travelling long distances would remain a major problem 
for the next 100 years or so during the cold and long winter. In the summertime lakes and rivers including the St. 
Lawrence River were free of ice. From December till about April of every year this water system was generally 
frozen and isolating people since canoeing and sailing were the fastest and easiest way to move around from the first 
arrival of the Europeans in North America. 
 
     From fur and other fabrics some women designed warmer clothes including tuques, scarves, boots and mitts 
among others keeping the people warmer while spending time outside. 
 
     For farmers winter also meant, to a degree, more free time leading to new winter outdoor and indoor activities. 
Some were slowly learning to tame the harsh season and beginning to enjoy the beauties of the cold season. 
 

19th CENTURY 
 
     The 19th century was going to change substantially the way people live in the winter. Nevertheless this season 
still remains a battle for most people. Fur trading, trapping and hunting the driving economical forces of the land for 
a long time, including agriculture and livestock were facing a different reality. The sudden new high demand for 
timber from Europe and the United States changed the Canadian economy. More people and larger investments 
arrived to Canada. 
 
     This new era commanded the construction of sawmills, paper mills and winter camps requiring new roads, 
villages, towns and exploration. Farmers and ranchers were hired during the wintertime as lumberjacks. Some 
people could also now work fulltime in factories or other venues. With the first snowfall, logging became a winter 
business. Oxen and horses dragged logs from new camps on the snow making snow roads to riverbanks. In April, a 
timber drive began after gathering all the logs and timber floating downstream from rivers to paper mills and 
harbors. This new way of life took place in Lower and Upper Canada as well as New Brunswick and other parts of 
the continent. In the 1850’s the same thing happened to the West Coast and Alberta. High quality tree species 
including red cedar and Douglas-fir became very attractive to the economy of the Pacific Rim and South Africa. 
 
     Several games were also introduced to the new British colony. People learned how to skate and started playing a 
form of hockey usually on frozen ponds and lakes. Indoor hockey games were even played in Ottawa, Quebec City 
and in Montréal as early as 1875. Skiing, tobogganing, snowshoeing and ice fishing changed gradually to 
recreational activities from survival or a commercial activity. Sleighs and horses were also used for racing. In 1883 a 
winter carnival took place in Montréal and onward including a huge ice palace (about 30 meters high) and a hockey 
tournament. Painters such as Cornelius Krieghoff and others started winter scenes depicting the frozen 
Montmorency waterfall, racing sleighs and ice palaces. 
 
     Another major breakthrough occurred in the 1800s.  Railways and trains, already a common scene in and around 
Montréal prior to 1850, this city was connected to Quebec City in 1875. An entire continental Canadian network 
was built by 1885 allowing new towns, cities and villages to spring up along the tracks. Trains transported timber to 
mills and harbors quicker than winter roads and rivers. 
 
     The majority of the population was still rural, but in cities such as Quebec City (\where over 200 cm of snow is 
expected every winter) no real snow removal system was in place. People shoveled snow from their sidewalk to the 
street. By February and March, a huge windrow often more than 3-meter high piled up on the road. Some citizens 
climbed to the top and walked across to move around the city a little faster. Most people also had to cut and pile 
large amount of firewood and store vast amounts of food for the long winter. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
     From 1760 to 1900 the population of the St. Lawrence valley as well as in the rest of Canada fought winter, cold 
and snow endlessly. Mostly coming from Europe early in the 17th century, all these newcomers were used to a 
warmer climate, good infrastructure and a different lifestyle. This new world came with harsher winter conditions 
and would require a major change at several levels. In the beginnings several people died from cold and malnutrition 
but settlers got better towards the end of the 17th century. Without the help of First Nations, life during the 
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wintertime would have been even worse for the frail colony newly established in North America. Heating and 
housing, among others, were inadequate for this very cold and snowy continental climate. 
 
      The 18th century brought hope namely with a new invention that would change the way houses and public 
buildings were heated.  A new-fangled stove came to this world following the discovery of high-quality iron ore and 
other minerals along the St. Lawrence valley. Better clothing and ways of moving around the land made life more 
bearable during the cold season. Life during winter would never be the same again. More adequate housing would 
also be an asset. 
 
     From 1800 to 1900 more progress were being made.  A second major breakthrough was going to appear for 
moving people and freight around: the making of railroads and trains in North America. From about 1840 till 1885 a 
vast network was put into place with the birth of Canada leaving sleighs and horses for local transportation. Arts and 
outdoor activities such as new sports and carnivals were being introduced to the winter life. 
 
     A major twist in the economy was also taking place. Going from traditional fur trade, agriculture and livestock to 
lumber, sawmills, paper mills and others at the turn of the 19th century saw the world changing even more for the 
people in Canada.  Although life in the wintertime was still going to be a battle, the quality of it was improving. 
 
     Yet several other elements about winter, snow and cold would still remain a major problem, which only the 20th 
and the 21st centuries could solve, thanks to better technologies, new inventions and a strong desire to fight for a 
better life during the cold months. 
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