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A boat draws you into the furious tumult at the base of the falls. The bright green water roils with energy, mist flying from all sides. The roar is deafening. The sun is eclipsed by plumes of mist as the boat heads closer and closer to the jaws of the torrent.

Amid the chaos, a moment of clarity emerges. This is a 17-story wall of water that has no equal in the world. This is the power of nature. This moment draws millions of people to Niagara Falls each year.

But Niagara offers more than just this moment. It’s a world-class destination where you can experience nature and adventure, as well as entertainment, culture, food, and drink. Stretching across both sides of the U.S.-Canada border is a fertile wine country that produces remarkable vintages on everything from family farms to stunning modern European chalets. A 20-minute drive away is Buffalo, where a waterfront entertainment district is emerging from the ruins of the old Erie Canal. The city has embraced its blue-collar charm while preserving and redeveloping an amazing architectural legacy, which includes masterpieces by H. H. Richardson, Louis Sullivan, and Frank Lloyd Wright.

Yet it all circles back to that wall of water. You have to experience this simple but visceral power of nature for yourself.





	[image: image]
	[image: image]





  
Planning Your Trip


  Where to Go

  Niagara Falls, Ontario



The beauty of this area extends beyond the three waterfalls known as Niagara Falls, but the heart of the Niagara experience is at the brink of the falls. Here, you’ll find the Table Rock Welcome Centre, home to several major attractions that allow you to see above, below, and behind the falls. Queen Victoria Park provides a lush open area adjacent to the falls with gardens and excellent vistas of Niagara. High-rise hotels and a glittering casino are found in Fallsview, the highly developed zone that sits atop a bluff overlooking Niagara. Downstream, the Parkway North takes you to the scenic whirlpool that reveals the power of Niagara’s white water.
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Niagara Falls, New York

The U.S. side of Niagara offers a different perspective on the falls. Visitors spend most of their time in Niagara Falls State Park, which affords intimate opportunities to experience the falls. Here, you can enjoy the spectrum of Niagara’s many moods, from sublime to raging. Surrounding the park is downtown Niagara Falls, with many hotels within walking distance of the falls. Little Italy offers a nostalgic and authentic taste of the city’s Italian heritage. North of the Falls are hiking trails, Whirlpool State Park, and the beautiful, historic town of Lewiston. Where the river meets Lake Ontario is Youngstown, an area that has witnessed more than three centuries of conflict over the control of Niagara.

Buffalo

Buffalo is New York State’s second-largest city. At Canalside, the city’s waterfront district, you can kayak, sail, and fish. Downtown, buildings designed by the likes of Frank Lloyd Wright, H. H. Richardson, and Louis Sullivan are a stunning reminder of the city’s affluent past, while the neighborhoods of Elmwood Village and Allentown are centers of arts and culture. To the east and northeast of the city, Lockport and Niagara County offer wine-tasting and hiking in the countryside.

Niagara-on-the-Lake and Wine Country

Niagara-on-the-Lake, perched on the southern shoreline of Lake Ontario, is a beautiful Victorian village. The area expanding outward from NOTL is a fertile crescent, home to more than 20 wineries and vineyards. To the west, the Welland Canal draws recreational boaters and ocean-going freighters alike, and is where visitors can watch massive ships traverse the canal’s locks. The small towns that line the canal are charming and historic, from the garden city of St. Catharines to Fort Erie, home to the historic Old Fort Erie.

When to Go

Most people visit Niagara Falls in the 100 days of summer, mid-June through early September. The weather is pleasant, with high temperatures averaging 81°F. During this time, you may experience longer lines at attractions, especially on the Canadian side of the border and on holidays such as Memorial Day and the Fourth of July. Avoid traveling to the falls on summer holidays, due to the crowds and lengthy waits at border crossings. Hotel rates peak during summer.

Nature puts on an amazing show during autumn, September through October. This region explodes with color as leaves make their annual transformation from green to yellow, red, brown, and orange. The weather moderates, with the high temperature averaging 60°F in October. Mornings and evenings can be crisp, but the days are mostly bright and sunny. Many locals favor visiting the falls at this time, because the attractions are still open, but there is seldom a line. If you are a leaf peeper, visit this region on the Columbus Day weekend and hike to your heart’s content while the fall colors are at their peak. Wineries take on an extra-romantic ambience at this time of year.

Winter is the slowest tourism season for Niagara, and with good reason. The months of December-February are snowy, with bitter wind chills and below-freezing temperatures. Seasonal attractions are closed and the tourist areas somewhat empty. However, the freezing weather also creates an austere landscape and frozen mist from the falls envelops everything in a crystalline icy coating. The best time for a brief visit is during the Festival of Lights around the holidays in December.

In spring, March until the beginning of June, you’ll find off-season rates on accommodations. As in winter, some attractions have limited hours or are not operating. The Maid of the Mist and Hornblower Niagara Cruises cannot safely ply the waters of the lower Niagara until the river is free of ice, so they don’t typically start running until May. Spring arrives a little later here than in other parts of the Northeast due to ice on Lake Erie. By May the weather is more pleasant.


The Two-Day Best of Niagara Falls


For this itinerary, base yourself on the Canadian side of the border. The Fallsview Casino Resort and Marriott Niagara Falls Fallsview Hotel & Spa both offer excellent views and are close to all the major attractions.

Day 1

Purchase an Adventure Pass at the Ontario Parks Welcome Centre near the base of Clifton Hill. The clerk will ask if you’d like to reserve ticket times for Journey Behind the Falls, Niagara’s Fury, and the White Water Walk. Add two hours to the current time to come up with your reservation time for Journey Behind the Falls. Reserve Niagara’s Fury for one hour after that. Do not reserve a time for the White Water Walk.

Walk one block to Hornblower Niagara Cruises, and hop on a boat for an up-close (and saturated) look at the falls. Afterward, walk south along the rim of the gorge, enjoying the excellent vista of the U.S. side of the border. In the front atrium of Table Rock Welcome Centre, you’ll find the entrance for Journey Behind the Falls. Explore the falls from a tunnel dug through the gorge, emerging in time to catch Niagara’s Fury, located on the second floor of the Welcome Centre.
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  Take a boat trip to the base of Horseshoe Falls with the Maid of the Mist or Hornblower Niagara Cruises.



Relax and enjoy the view from the brink of Horseshoe Falls, located at the rear of the Welcome Centre. For lunch, treat yourself to a meal at Elements on the Falls for casual fine dining with an incomparable view.

Spend a leisurely afternoon exploring Queen Victoria Park, across from the Welcome Centre. Within walking distance are the Dufferin Islands, the Floral Showhouse, and many beautiful gardens.

Hop on a green-line WEGO bus (included in the Adventure Pass) headed north along the gorge. Get off at the White Water Walk, where you can spend an hour strolling close to the river’s rapids. Get on another green-line bus and head farther north, stopping at the Whirlpool Aero Car. From the viewing area, you’ll have a chance to observe the dangerous and breathtaking whirlpool.
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  The White Water Walk gets you up close to the Niagara River’s ferocious rapids.



After returning to your hotel for a rest, it’s time for dinner. Try the Grand Buffet at the Fallsview Casino Resort for exceptional value and a great view of the falls. After dinner, try your luck at the casino’s tables, or head to Queen Victoria Park for the nightly illumination of the falls. Enjoy the beauty of the lights projected upon the falls and fireworks over the falls on Friday and Sunday evenings in the summer.

Day 2

Start early! Explore the American side of Niagara with a trip aboard the Whirlpool Jet Boats in Lewiston. Afterward, head south along the gorge and stop by the Niagara Power Vista. Take the brief drive to the bottom of the Power Vista to the fishermen’s platform and see anglers catching huge trout and salmon. Next, continue south along the gorge to Whirlpool State Park, a perfect 30-minute stop for a brief walk to an excellent view of the swirling waters of the Niagara River whirlpool.

Enter Niagara Falls State Park and make for Goat Island. Here, you will find many opportunities to experience the majesty of Niagara up close. Start at the Cave of the Winds, which takes you beneath Bridal Veil Falls. Next, head to Luna Island, which will let you get as close to the brink of Niagara as possible. On the far shore of Goat Island, Terrapin Point is next. This is the best spot in the park for a view of the brink of Horseshoe Falls. Finally, walk along the south shore to Three Sisters Islands, which jut out into the upper rapids of the Niagara River.

If you’re looking for a quick lunch, try the Misty Dog Grill, or if you have time, take the 10-minute drive to Little Italy and go to the Como Restaurant for an authentic Italian lunch. Return to the Canadian side via the Rainbow Bridge and rest before dinner.

Head north to St. Davids for dinner at the Ravine Winery Restaurant. After dinner, go to the Skylon Tower and watch the sunset from the observation deck, 52 stories above the falls. Take a walk down Clifton Hill for some kitschy entertainment. Take an evening ride on the Niagara SkyWheel.



Waves of Fun
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The Whirlpool Jet Boats take you through the exhilarating waters of the Niagara River’s rapids.



The Niagara region is a great destination for water lovers.

BOATING

• Whirlpool Jet Boats take you on an unforgettable ride through Class V white water in Lewiston, New York, Niagara-on-the-Lake, or near the whirlpool in Ontario.

• It’s hard to think of a more relaxing way to enjoy a two-hour cruise in the Buffalo Harbor than aboard the Spirit of Buffalo, a 73-foot sailboat.

• Try Grand Lady Cruises in Buffalo for a romantic and luxurious sunset voyage along the Niagara River.

• Lockport Locks & Erie Canal Cruises takes you along the Erie Canal and back in time on a leisurely two-hour cruise.

• In Buffalo, the Queen City Ferry offers daily history tours of the Buffalo River that take you inside some of the silos that make up the “Concrete Atlantis” of Buffalo’s waterfront.

• Want to be the captain of your own ship? Buffalo Harbor Kayaks lets you skipper your own kayak or stand-up paddleboard.

FISHING

• Some of the best freshwater fishing is in Lake Erie, Lake Ontario, and in the Niagara River. The Lower Niagara River and Lake Ontario are renowned for salmon, steelhead, and trout.

• Join a chartered boat trip with Lewiston’s Niagara River Guide Service, during which the captain can help you land some trophy fish.

• Operating out of Buffalo, Jim Hanley’s Charter will take you to where smallmouth bass and walleyes hide in the waters of the Upper Niagara River and Lake Erie.

SWIMMING

• The region’s best beach is Crystal Beach, along the shore of Lake Erie. This public beach lives up to its name, with beautiful sand and warm water, thanks to Lake Erie’s status as the shallowest of the Great Lakes.

• Back on the U.S. side of the border, Beaver Island State Park is a great place to picnic and play in the sand. The beach here is large and monitored by lifeguards.




  
Day Trips from the Falls


  Wine Country and Niagara-on-the-Lake

  There are several ways to enjoy a tour of wine country: You can drive yourself, let someone else drive for you, or take a bike tour.



Many transportation companies like Grape and Wine Tours and Grape Escape Wine Tours offer bus or van tours of wineries, which usually include visits to 3-5 wineries and a meal. Escorted bicycle tours are another popular way to tour the area. As you cycle through the countryside, visiting wineries along the way, tour guides provide narration about the region. Niagara Getaway, Grape Escape Wine Tours, and Niagara Wine Tours International provide bike tours of the winery region as well as bike rentals.

MORNING

From your hotel in Niagara Falls, make the 20-minute drive to Fort George and be transported back to the War of 1812 with costumed docents, period music, and musket demonstrations. Plan on spending 2-4 hours here. Head to Niagara-on-the-Lake for an early lunch of authentic British pub grub at the (allegedly) haunted Olde Angel Inn.
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  Reenactors bring the War of 1812 to life at Fort George.



AFTERNOON

After lunch, head south out of town to Peller Estates, a stunning French château that is large, yet homey. Couches surround a fireplace, making for a cozy wine-tasting experience. Continuing south along the gorge, stop at Inniskillin Winery, which boasts some of the region’s best ice wines. Return north to visit Stratus Vineyards and Jackson-Triggs Niagara Estate Winery. Each provide an excellent introduction to the diverse vintages in the Niagara region, including ice wine, chardonnay, pinot noir, riesling, and gewürztraminer.

EVENING

Make your way back to Niagara-on-the-Lake for dinner at Zees Grill. Sit out on the patio if the weather is nice. Zees’ wine menu features selections from Inniskillin, Peller Estates, and Jackson-Triggs. Test out your new skills in wine pairings by choosing one of these local wines to complement your meal.

After dinner, walk along Queen Street to browse some of the shops. If you love sweets, stop at the Rocky Mountain Chocolate Factory, where chocolate lovers will be overwhelmed by the number of tempting goodies.

Buffalo: History, Heritage, and Architecture

Frederick Law Olmsted, the designer of Central Park in New York City, called Buffalo the “best-designed city in America.” When touring the streets of Buffalo, it is easy to see why.

MORNING

Start your day with a tour of the Martin House Complex, designed by Frank Lloyd Wright. A brief drive gets you to the Museum District and Delaware Park, for a glimpse into Buffalo’s golden era, when the Erie Canal flooded the city with prosperity. The Albright-Knox Art Gallery, The Buffalo History Museum, and the Richardson-Olmsted Complex are all within walking distance of each other and well worth a visit.

Head downtown for lunch at the Pearl Street Grill and Brewery. Consider taking the one-hour brewery tasting tour.

AFTERNOON

After lunch, walk two blocks north on Pearl Street to find Louis Sullivan’s prototype skyscraper, the Guaranty Building. Directly across the street is St. Paul’s Episcopal Cathedral, built by Richard Upjohn. The architect considered St. Paul’s his best work.

Walk or drive to the waterfront Canalside complex. Start at the Commercial Slip, the unearthed and restored terminus of the Erie Canal. Here, you can explore the actual ruins of the canal, including the towpath and foundations of buildings that lined the waterway. Interpretive signs allow you to explore at your own pace. Hop aboard the Queen City Ferry for a historical tour of the Inner Harbor and the amazing grain elevators of Buffalo.

Head next door to the Buffalo and Erie County Navy and Military Park, which features three decommissioned naval vessels, including a WWII submarine, destroyer, and guided missile frigate. Artifacts and displays honor all branches of the military, but the real stars are the retired vets who act as docents.

EVENING

Dinner is just five minutes away at the Lafayette, a beautifully restored 1904 luxury hotel. Enjoy fine dining at Mike A’s at the Lafayette, just off the main lobby. Before or after dinner, stroll through the ground floor of the hotel for a reminder of the Gilded Age in Buffalo.

Romantic Weekend Getaway

Niagara Falls calls itself the Honeymoon Capital of the World. This itinerary will help you appreciate the romantic mystique of the falls in a quick weekend getaway.

Base yourself on the Canadian side of the falls. Make reservations at the Marriott Niagara Falls Fallsview Hotel & Spa, which boasts the best spa in town. It’s worth the splurge to stay in one of the hotel’s two-level loft rooms, where you’ll get a great view of the falls from floor-to-ceiling windows, and a fireplace and whirlpool tub in your room.

Friday

Check into your hotel, then use the afternoon to acquaint yourself with the falls area. Take a boat ride to the base of the falls with Hornblower Niagara Cruises, then go for a different perspective with Journey Behind the Falls. Head three miles downstream from the falls for a peak at the Lower Niagara’s entrancing whirlpool.


  [image: image]

  Journey Behind the Falls



Take a horse-drawn carriage ride around town as dusk approaches. You can find the carriages on Niagara Parkway, close to Murray Hill. Enjoy an intimate dinner at one of Niagara’s most exclusive restaurants, AG. Be sure to order an ice wine martini as an aperitif. Make your reservation for 7:30pm to give yourself enough time to enjoy the fireworks display over the falls at 10pm.

After dinner head to the Skylon Tower. Grab a coffee or other warm beverage at the coffee shop in the base of the tower to keep you warm once you’re out on the Observation Deck. This is the perfect spot to watch the fireworks display. Your perch 520 feet above the ground gives you the opportunity to look down on the pyrotechnics.

If you still have some energy left, go to Clifton Hill for a ride on the SkyWheel, some arcade games, or a kitschy trip through one of the numerous haunted houses.

Saturday

Following breakfast, head out for a tour of the wineries in wine country. The best way to relax and enjoy a tour and lunch is by bus. If you and your partner are more active types, try a bicycle tour. Great Grape Escapes offers both bus and bike tours, and will pick you up at your falls-area hotel. The bus tour covers stops at four wineries, plus a three-course meal at an excellent Niagara-on-the-Lake restaurant. The bike tour offers a picnic lunch in an orchard.

After a day of touring, it’s time to relax back at the hotel. The Marriott’s Serenity Spa offers couples services. Start off with the hour-long massage. Next, get a facial treatment for two, followed by 30 minutes of hydrotherapy in a shared tub.

For dinner, make your way to Elements on the Falls after the sun goes down. Here, you’ll enjoy great food and an excellent view of the nightly illumination of Niagara Falls. After dinner, head over to the Fallsview Casino Resort, where you can try your luck at the tables or catch a show at the casino’s Avalon Ballroom Theatre.

Sunday

If you’re heading back to the States today, stop at Niagara Falls State Park after you cross the border. The park is a wonderland of natural features, and offers some different views of the falls.

Spend a few hours walking around Goat Island, being sure to check out Terrapin Point and Luna Island. From there, you can venture out onto the Three Sisters Islands, which will place you as close to the upper rapids of the Niagara River as you can safely get.

On your way out of the park, stop at the Observation Tower Platform for one last look at amazing Niagara Falls.


  Splurge or Save

RESTAURANTS

Splurge

• Mike A at the Lafayette: Buffalo’s best chef offers a creative menu and unsurpassed cocktails all in a grand restored 1904 hotel.

• Peller Estate Winery Restaurant: Pairing locally sourced food with the proper wine is an art form here.

• Koi Restaurant: This first-class restaurant in the Seneca Niagara Casino serves authentic Asian dishes.

Save

• Grand Buffet: You can’t lose at this Fallsview Casino buffet, with a world-class view and great selection of food at a reasonable price.

• Misty Dog: This takeout spot on the U.S. side of the falls has a large menu, including vegan and low-calorie options.

• Pearl Street Grill and Brewery: The food is good, the ambience and beer are great. There’s no better place to be before a big event in downtown Buffalo.

HOTELS

Splurge

• Sterling Inn and Spa: Rekindle the romance with in-room fireplaces and a warm breakfast delivered to your bed at this inn in Niagara Falls, Ontario.

• Giacomo: This boutique hotel is unparalleled grandeur on the U.S. side.

• The Mansion on Delaware: Enjoy the services of a personal butler and relax at Buffalo’s most luxurious boutique hotel.

Save

• Rex Motel: If your favorite aunt ran an inexpensive hotel in Niagara Falls, Ontario, this would be it.

• Red Lounge Hostel: This large, bright, and airy property has an international ambience and is just a short walk to the falls.

• The Falls Motel: On the New York side, this motel is clean, inexpensive, and family-operated.

ACTIVITIES

Splurge

• Whirlpool Jet Boats: An unforgettable and wild ride over class V white water.

• Niagara Pedi-Cab Tours: Take a romantic bicycle-powered rickshaw driven by the most knowledgeable guides in Niagara Falls, New York.

• Grape Escape Wine Tours: The most relaxing way to enjoy the Canadian wine country is aboard a bus with a knowledgeable guide.

Save

• Table Rock Welcome Centre: One of the best views of the falls is free. Find it behind the Table Rock Welcome Centre, at the brink of falls.

• Niagara Falls State Park: The best natural experience of the falls is here, and it’s free.

SHOPS

Splurge

• Irish Design: Find tweed and wool clothes fit for royalty on Niagara-on-the-Lake’s Queen Street.

• Fashion Outlets of Niagara Mall: Coach, Hugo Boss, and Ralph Lauren are just a few of the high-end stores found in this sprawling Niagara Falls, New York, outlet mall.

Save

• Buffalo Niagara Shop: High quality authentic souvenirs are reasonably priced here, plus staff members offer the best advice on current attractions and festivals.





NIAGARA FALLS, ONTARIO


HISTORY

HIGHLIGHTS

PLANNING YOUR TIME

ORIENTATION

Sights

CHIPPAWA

BRINK OF THE FALLS

FALLSVIEW

PARKWAY NORTH

Entertainment and Events

NIGHTLIFE

THE ARTS

FESTIVALS AND EVENTS

Shopping

NIAGARA FALLS FARMERS MARKET

MALLS

Sports and Recreation

PARKS

HIKING

BIKING

ICE SKATING

Accommodations

FALLSVIEW AREA

LUNDY’S LANE

PARKWAY NORTH

Food

DINERS AND BUFFETS

GASTROPUBS

FINE DINING

ITALIAN

JAPANESE

GREEK

MEXICAN

STEAK HOUSES

Information and Services

Getting There and Around

BY AIR
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INCLINE RAILWAY

In the shifting fortunes of the Niagara region, Niagara Falls, Ontario, is on the upswing as the preferred destination for tourists. Visitors are drawn to the Canadian side for the best view of the three waterfalls, Horseshoe, Bridal Veil, and American Falls, collectively known as Niagara Falls. From this side of the U.S.-Canadian border, millions of tourists are inspired by the complete panorama in all its glory.

Family-friendly attractions, golf courses, and accommodations offer all the amenities of a world-class destination. Though some visitors feel that the glitz and glass of the high-rise hotels obscure the natural beauty of the falls, most still favor the Canadian side over its American cousin across the river.

More than 16,000 hotel rooms are available, giving the city the second-largest visitor capacity in all of Canada. The Fallsview Casino Resort attracts 20,000 visitors each day and is the largest gaming venue in the country.

The star of the show, though, is Niagara, the raw and refreshing apex of nature’s power.

HISTORY

The early history of this region is as turbulent as the mighty Niagara River. For hundreds of years, a tribe of Indians known as the Neutrals hunted and farmed this area on both sides of the river. In an effort to increase their share of the beaver pelt trade, members of the Iroquois Confederacy overpowered the Neutrals and took control of the region in the 1650s.
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Europeans explored the area beginning in the 1600s. The first written description of Niagara Falls was by a Jesuit priest, Father Louis Hennepin, in December 1678. By the 1700s, France and England were fighting for control of the region. English forces prevailed and, in 1759, the French military finally departed.



HIGHLIGHTS
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LOOK FOR M TO FIND RECOMMENDED SIGHTS, ACTIVITIES, DINING, AND LODGING.



M Brink of Horseshoe Falls: This is where nature’s power and beauty combine to become Niagara Falls. It’s an experience like nothing else on the planet (click here).

M Journey Behind the Falls: Check out the world’s most famous wall of water from tunnels dug behind Horseshoe Falls (click here).

M Hornblower Niagara Cruises: This cruise takes you into the fury beneath Niagara Falls. To get any closer, you’d need to be in a barrel (click here).

M Skylon Tower: Day or night, some of the best views of the falls are from the tower’s observation deck, perched more than 500 feet above the falls (click here).

M White Water Walk: This boardwalk allows you to safely come face-to-face with the mighty Niagara River as it surges through the gorge, creating 15-foot-tall waves (click here).

M The Whirlpool: This curious bend in the Lower Niagara River is deceptively beautiful, but its swirling vortex is deadly (click here).



As the American Revolution heated up, colonists loyal to England moved to Canada. Many settled in the area that is now southern Ontario on land given to them by the British Crown. Settlers cleared the land for farming, finding the soil perfect for growing fruits and vegetables. The War of 1812 brought death and destruction to the Niagara frontier, with many of the bloodiest engagements occurring along the Niagara River.

By 1881, the Town of Niagara Falls, Ontario, was established. The Canadian side of the falls was already a popular spot for visitors, but was also known as a tourist trap, where competing attractions used aggressive promotional techniques to secure customers. The Canadian government bought the land surrounding Horseshoe Falls, removed private hotels and attractions, and created Queen Victoria Park in 1885. With a goal of conservation and wise growth, the Niagara Parks Commission governs the development of the region. The Commission’s partnership with various government agencies and private interest groups has yielded a destination that welcomes more than 12 million tourists each year.
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PLANNING YOUR TIME


Niagara Falls, Ontario, is rich in natural and developed attractions. A three-day, two-night stay allows enough time to fully appreciate all this destination has to offer.

Plan on making both daytime and nighttime visits to the pedestrian path along the gorge that connects the brink of the falls with the Hornblower Niagara Cruises complex. This 0.75-mile path offers the best views of all three waterfalls that comprise Niagara. Viewing the falls at various times during your visit will reveal different aspects of this natural wonder.

Fewer tourists visit on weekdays than on weekends and holidays, when the area swells with visitors. The best strategy for avoiding long lines at the Hornblower Niagara Cruises complex is to arrive early in the morning, just after 10am. The Niagara Falls Adventure Pass (www.niagaraparks.com, $50 adults, $37 children 6-12) reserves timed tickets for Journey Behind the Falls, Niagara’s Fury, and the White Water Walk.

Some attractions, including the Hornblower Niagara Cruises, Journey Behind the Falls, and the White Water Walk, are seasonal and are either closed or have restricted hours November-April. The Niagara Parks website (www.niagaraparks.com) is the best resource for information on seasonal schedules.

This area is car-friendly, but the tourist transit system (WEGO) provides excellent, inexpensive transportation with stops at all the major hotels and attractions. If your hotel is not on the WEGO route, you can park for free at the Whirlpool Aero Car lot (3850 Niagara River Pkwy.) and pick up the bus there.

ORIENTATION

Attractions generally are clustered in three zones:

Brink of the Falls: The area from Chippawa in the south to the Rainbow Bridge, which includes Queen Victoria Park, Table Rock Welcome Centre, Hornblower Niagara Cruises, and the Dufferin Islands.

Fallsview: The developed area parallel to Victoria Park, including Clifton Hill and Lundy’s Lane.

Parkway North: The area from the Rainbow Bridge north toward Queenston, which includes the whirlpool, White Water Walk, and the Butterfly Conservatory.


  Sights

  Unless noted otherwise, the sights listed here journey south to north.



CHIPPAWA

Located just two miles from the brink of Niagara, the quiet community of Chippawa is frequently overlooked by tourists and is known as the childhood home of film director James Cameron.

Chippawa is bisected by the Welland River, which makes for numerous beautiful waterfront views. Some of the best are from Kingsbridge Park (7870 Niagara Pkwy., 877/642-7275, www.niagaraparksnature.com, dawn-dusk daily), which has picnic facilities, a playground, and a wading pool. Another nearby park, the Chippawa Battlefield Site (Niagara Pkwy. near Ussher’s Creek, www.niagaraparksheritage.com, dawn-dusk daily) memorializes the Battle of Chippawa, where more than 200 Indian, Canadian, and American soldiers died fighting during the War of 1812. The park’s main feature is a cairn with plaques describing the battle and the men who lost their lives and are buried here. Each year on July 5, the anniversary of the conflict, a solemn ceremony commemorates the battle and the 200 years of peace that followed.


BRINK OF THE FALLS


Marineland

Located just five minutes from the falls is Marineland (7657 Portage Rd., 905/356-9565, www.marineland.ca, Sat.-Sun. mid-May-June, daily July-mid-Oct., $43 adults, $36 children 5-9), a sprawling theme park with thrill rides, animal shows, and a petting zoo. Visitors of all ages will enjoy the shows in the park’s main pool, where beluga whales, dolphins, walruses, and sea lions perform four times daily. You can feed and pet the beluga whales for an additional charge ($8). The aquatic performances are the main attractions here, so plan to attend a show first. The arena, King Waldorf’s Stadium, is close to the entry gates; shows start every two hours.

Young children will delight in the petting and feeding pens for land animals, where they can feed deer and view other animals, including elk and bison. The park also features more than a dozen amusement park-style rides for all ages, including Dragon Mountain, the world’s largest steel roller coaster.

Families with small children will want to spend a half-day at Marineland. Be prepared to walk. The various attractions are spread out on a campus that is nearly two square miles, with no trolley or bus transportation system. The park is in need of cosmetic updates.

The hours of operation vary throughout the year, with the park opening at either 9:30am or 10am. Closing hours fluctuate as well, with admission booths closing at 5pm or 6pm. The park attractions remain open until dusk.

International Control Dam Overlook

The International Control Dam Overlook (Niagara Pkwy., 1.5 miles south of Niagara Falls) is an important vista for understanding the natural and developed forces at work in Niagara. The control dam is a concrete structure extending 1,500 feet into the Niagara River, upstream of the falls. The dam uses a series of gates that raise and lower to control the flow and dispersion of the water over the falls.

At all times, 50 percent of the water heading down the Niagara River is diverted for hydroelectric power generation before reaching the falls. This dam helps regulate that diversion, but it also serves another important purpose: It spreads the water in an even pattern over the brink of Horseshoe Falls.

As you stand on the grassy area between the river and the parkway, note the gates in the dam—some will be up, others will be down. Look for the semisubmerged concrete weirs running parallel to the shore. The gates and weirs work in concert so that Horseshoe Falls appears to have a uniform wall of water crashing over its brink. Facing south (upstream), you’ll see two tall, narrow buildings. These house the gates that also assist in regulating water diverted from the river. Those gates are built over the intake tunnels that feed the Sir Adam Beck Generating Station downstream.

Driving north from Chippawa, you’ll see a service road opposite the entrance to the Rapidsview parking complex (7369 Niagara Pkwy.). Park in the Rapidsview complex and walk a few hundred yards to the service road for the best view of the dam. If you park directly at the curb of the service road, the Parks police may ask you to move, as there is no parking allowed in this area.

Dufferin Islands

The Dufferin Islands (Niagara Pkwy., one mile south of the falls, 877/642-7275, www.niagaraparksnature.com, 24 hours daily, free) are a wonderful area, perfect for a picnic or walk. This quiet oasis was built in response to concerns that the area surrounding the falls had lost some of its natural appeal. The park is not on the radar of most tourists, so it offers an eco-enclave for people to relax and commune with nature.

This 10-acre park features 10 small islands joined by a network of footbridges and trails. The mixture of lightly wooded areas, small green spaces, shallow streams, and trails allow refuge from the crowds and bustle of the nearby tourist areas. While the park is best appreciated on foot, you may also enjoy a slow drive along paved roads. When driving, look out for geese and ducks using the roads to cross from pond to pond.

[image: image]

During most of the year, the Dufferin Islands are free of crowds. Summer weekends are the most popular times for visitors and locals who use the park for dog walks and picnic lunches. Catch-and-release fishing and bird-watching are popular activities in the summer. In the winter, animated-light displays for the Festival of Lights are erected in the park. Motorists can drive through the park and make a small donation that benefits the festival organization.

Toronto Power Generating Station and the Old Scow

The Toronto Power Generating Station (Niagara Pkwy.) is an abandoned power plant that generated electricity 1906-1974. Looking at the beautiful limestone structure, it’s hard to believe it was a power station. When commissioned as a hydroelectric plant, it was an engineering marvel. The plant’s owners wanted the exterior to match the importance of the interior, so an Italian Renaissance design was chosen—the first time beaux arts had been used for an industrial structure. Imposing ionic colonnades flank the stately main portion of the building. It stands along the shore of the river, an elegant reminder of the electric power revolution that was born at Niagara. The interior of the building is closed to the public.

Niagara Parks now owns the station and is weighing how best to repurpose the building. Locals speculate the grand structure will someday house an interpretive museum.

The grounds immediately adjacent to the station afford the best perspective of the old scow. A scow is a type of large boat that has a flat bottom and squared-off ends, used primarily for transporting materials like ore or sand in bulk. The old scow was carrying a load of rock when it broke loose, rapidly floated downstream, and became lodged above Horseshoe Falls in 1918. Two men aboard were rescued by the heroics of famed river man Red Hill, Sr. The scow remains lodged where it became marooned nearly 100 years ago, providing a resting spot for gulls and other birds. You can spot the scow from the parkway while driving, but it’s worth a closer examination on foot. The best vantage point is the northern end of the Toronto Power Generating Station.

Floral Showhouse

A few hundred yards from the brink of Horseshoe Falls, the Floral Showhouse (7145 Niagara Pkwy., 905/371-0254, www.niagaraparks.com, 9:30am-5pm daily, $5 adults, $3.75 children 6-12) is a tropical oasis filled with lush foliage and songbirds. The showhouse is an enclosed greenhouse with thousands of flowers and plants chosen for their beauty and fragrance. The main showhouse is a large, airy, indoor space featuring a waterfall and trapezoid-shaped glass roof. This spacious area has the atmosphere and intrigue of a tropical forest. Several smaller, rectangular greenhouses are attached to the showhouse, each filled with tropical plants, statuary, and trees.
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