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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. Some things may have changed during this crisis and the recovery that followed. Be sure to confirm specific details when making your travel plans.
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nighttime illumination of the Horseshoe Falls
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Journey Behind the Falls observation platform








DISCOVER Niagara Falls


7 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Trip


The Two-Day Best of Niagara Falls


CHOOSE YOUR OWN ADVENTURE


Day Trips


BEST PHOTO OPS


Romantic Getaway




[image: image]


Niagara Falls.





A boat draws you into the furious tumult at the base of the falls. The bright green water roils with energy. The roar is deafening. Amid the chaos, a moment of clarity emerges. This 17-story wall of water 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 the falls. It’s a world-class destination where you can experience nature and adventure, as well as entertainment, culture, and cuisine. Stretching across both sides of the U.S.-Canadian border is a fertile wine country that produces remarkable vintages on everything from family farms to stunning, European-style estates. A 20-minute drive away is Buffalo, where a waterfront entertainment district has emerged from the ruins of the old Erie Canal. The city has embraced its blue-collar roots while preserving and redeveloping an amazing architectural legacy that includes masterpieces by renowned architects Louis Sullivan and Frank Lloyd Wright.


Yet, it all circles back to that wall of water. You have to experience the simple but visceral power of nature here for yourself.
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Horseshoe Falls in winter
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aerial view of the Table Rock Welcome Centre









7 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Experience the Power of the Falls: Niagara’s beauty leaves more than 10 million visitors awestruck each year. There’s no shortage of photo opportunities or ways to experience this wonder, including jetboats, cruises, and even a zipline.
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2 Sample Buffalo Wings and Brews: Home to the original hot wings and more than 30 breweries and distilleries, this is a city that will satisfy your appetite.
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3 Wander the Waterfront: Canalside is the vibrant, beating heart of Buffalo’s renaissance. Stroll the waterfront, visit Naval and Military Park, and explore the city’s history and heritage.
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4 Revisit History at Old Fort Niagara: Costumed reenactors demonstrate how soldiers fought to protect this gateway to the New World.
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5 Bike to World-Class Wineries: Drink in the spirit of Niagara by pedaling to its finest wineries on a guided tour.
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6 Get Out on the Water: This region is perfect for kayaking, fishing, water biking, and boating.
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7 See Stately Architecture: Buffalo is a living architectural museum showcasing the work of masters like Frank Lloyd Wright, H. H. Richardson, and the “father of the skyscraper” Louis Sullivan.






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 area includes the scenic whirlpool that reveals the power of Niagara’s white water.


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 pours into Lake Ontario is Youngstown, an area that has witnessed more than three centuries of conflict over the control of the Niagara River.
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The American Falls is located on the U.S. side of the border inside Niagara Falls State Park.






Buffalo



Buffalo is New York State’s second-largest city. At Canalside, the city’s waterfront district, you can kayak, sail, and explore the nation’s first superhighway—the Erie Canal. Buildings designed by famous architects such as 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 the arts and culture. Southeast of the city, East Aurora is a walkable Arts and Crafts village that exudes small-town charm. To the north and northeast of the city, North Tonawanda, Lockport, and Niagara County offer museums, wine-tasting, and hiking in the countryside.


Niagara-on-the-Lake and Wine Country


Perched on the southern shoreline of Lake Ontario is a beautiful Victorian village called Niagara-on-the-Lake. The area expanding outward from NOTL is a fertile peninsula, home to more than 30 wineries and vineyards. To the west, the Welland Canal draws recreational boaters and oceangoing freighters alike, and 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 historic Old Fort Erie.
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When to Go



Most people visit Niagara Falls in the summer, mid-June through early September. The weather is pleasant, with high temperatures averaging 81°F (27°C). 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, July 1 (Canada Day), July 4, and Labor Day. Avoid traveling to the falls on summer holidays, due to the crowds and lengthy waits at border crossings. Hotel rates peak during the 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 (15°C) 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 in mid-October and hike to your heart’s content while the fall colors are at their peak. Wineries have 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. Walk around or drive your car along the Canadian side of the border and experience thousands of lights illuminating dozens of holiday displays.


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 the 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 a Niagara Falls Adventure Pass at one of the Ontario Niagara Parks welcome centres. 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.
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the White Water Walk along the Niagara River





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, a 4-D movie on the 2nd floor of the Welcome Centre.


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 your 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 adjacent viewing area, you’ll have a chance to observe the dangerous and breathtaking Whirlpool.


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 tables, or head to Queen Victoria Park for the nightly illumination of the falls. Enjoy the beauty of the lights projected on the falls and fireworks over the falls at 10pm each summer evening.
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the nightly illumination of Niagara Falls





Day 2


Start early! Explore the U.S. side of Niagara with a trip aboard the Niagara Jet Adventures in Youngstown. Afterward, head south along the gorge and stop by the Niagara Power Vista. Take the brief drive from the bottom of the Power Vista to the fishing 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 head to 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, an off-the-beaten-path spot to appreciate Bridal Veil Falls from above. On the far shore of Goat Island, Terrapin Point is your next stop. 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 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 Canada via the Rainbow Bridge and relax before dinner.




Choose Your Own Adventure


You can experience Niagara Falls in a variety of thrilling ways.


GET OUT ON THE WATER


• Hornblower Niagara Cruises (Canada): Catamarans ferry passengers to the base of Horseshoe Falls for a 20-minute tour. The Hornblower also provides 40-minute enhanced cruises during the nightly illumination and the summer fireworks shows.


• Maid of the Mist (U.S.): What begins as a gentle, 20-minute boat ride suddenly becomes a journey into the heart of the falls. For more than 150 years, the Maid of the Mist has thrilled millions of tourists and is the top attraction in Niagara.


RIDE THE RAPIDS


• Whirlpool Jet Boats (Canada and U.S.): These boats take you for a thrill ride through the lower rapids of the Niagara River. Jet boat rides last 45-60 minutes round trip, and are available from two Canada-based locations and a U.S. location.


• Niagara Jet Adventures (U.S.): Rock-n-roll music and engaging guides create an entertaining ride through the white waters of the Niagara River.


GO BEHIND THE FALLS


• Journey Behind the Falls (Canada): A series of tunnels guide you to the raging sheet of water that is the underside of the Horseshoe Falls.


• Cave of the Winds (U.S.): This self-guided tour takes you along a series of decks leading to the foot of Bridal Veil Falls. The Cave of the Winds Winter Experience offers an abbreviated tour to see the falls and Niagara River in its icy, wintry glory.


GLIDE ABOVE THE FALLS


• MistRider Zipline to the Falls (Canada): A thrilling and quick zipline experience starts 220 feet (67 m) above the Niagara River, allowing you to glide to the base of the gorge.


• Whirlpool Aero Car (Canada): Departing from Colt’s Point, the 10-minute ride allows passengers to float 210 feet (64 m) over the whirlpool.
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Whirlpool Aero Car








On the Canadian side of the border, 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. Conclude your evening with a gentle but magnificent ride on the Niagara SkyWheel.



Day Trips



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 Wine Tours, 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 to spend 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.


AFTERNOON


After lunch, head south out of town to Peller Estates, a stunning French château that is large but 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 provides an excellent introduction to the diverse wines produced in the Niagara region, including ice wine, chardonnay, pinot noir, riesling, and gewürztraminer.
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vineyard in southern Ontario






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 Darwin 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, after the Erie Canal flooded the city with prosperity. The Buffalo History Museum and the Richardson Olmsted Campus are within walking distance of each other and well worth a visit.
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The Buffalo History Museum





Head downtown for lunch at the Pearl Street Grill and Brewery. Sample some of the 16 craft beers they have on tap.


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 Buffalo Double Decker Bus for an entertaining historical tour of the waterfront, including the grain elevators, and hear some hidden stories of Buffalo.




Best Photo Ops


Both the Canadian and U.S. sides of Niagara Falls offer ample photo opportunities. Here’s where to go to get these great shots.


NIAGARA FALLS FROM ABOVE


Photograph from:


• Skylon Tower, Canada


• Observation Tower, U.S.


RAINBOWS IN THE FALLS


Photograph from:


• Niagara Falls gorge rim after noon on the Canada side, and before noon on the U.S. side


THE TOP OF HORSESHOE FALLS


Photograph from:


• Table Rock Welcome Centre, Canada
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Table Rock Welcome Centre





• Terrapin Point, U.S.


THE BASE OF HORSESHOE FALLS


Photograph from:


• Journey Behind the Falls tour, Canada


• Maid of the Mist boat tour, U.S.


And don’t forget to water-proof your camera!


THE WHIRLPOOL


Photograph from:


• Whirlpool Aero Car, Canada


• Whirlpool State Park, U.S.


NIAGARA FALLS FIREWORKS


Photograph from:


• Queen Victoria Park north of Table Rock or Skylon Tower, Canada


• Luna Island, U.S. Arrive 30 minutes early for a good viewing spot.





The bus drops you off at the Buffalo and Erie County Naval and Military Park, which features three decommissioned naval vessels, including a WWII submarine, a destroyer, and a guided missile cruiser. Artifacts and displays honor all branches of the military, but the real stars are the retired veterans who act as docents.


EVENING


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



Romantic Getaway



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


Base yourself on the Canadian side of the falls. Book a stay at the Sheraton on the Falls and make reservations at their Christienne Fallsview Spa, making certain to use the infinity hydrotherapy tub. It’s worth the splurge to stay in one of the Sheraton’s corner suites, which have a balcony, fireplace, and soaking tub.


Friday


Check into your hotel and use the afternoon to acquaint yourself with the falls area. Take a boat ride to the base of the falls with Hornblower Niagara Cruises, and then go for a different perspective with Journey Behind the Falls. Head 3 miles (5 km) downstream from the falls for a peek at the Whirlpool, Niagara’s most dangerous stretch of water.
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Hornblower Niagara Cruises
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fireworks display over 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 nightly illumination of the falls from the rim of the gorge.


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 (160 m) 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 Niagara 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. Grape Escape Wine Tours 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. Start off with an hour-long massage for two at the hotel spa, followed by a facial treatment.


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.
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aerial view of Goat Island





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







Highlights


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


S Experience the brink of Horseshoe Falls: See where nature’s power and beauty combine to become Niagara Falls (click here).


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


[image: image]


S Take a voyage: The Hornblower Niagara Cruises take you into the fury beneath Niagara Falls. To get any closer, you’d need to be in a barrel (click here).


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


S Walk along the Niagara River: Follow the path known as the White Water Walk to experience Niagara’s waters without getting wet (click here).


S Discover the whirlpool: This curious bend in the lower Niagara River is a powerful, swirling vortex that is both beautiful and deadly (click here).
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helicopter tour
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Skylon Tower.








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, 34 miles (56 km) of parkland along the Niagara River, 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.


With more than 16,000 hotel rooms, Niagara Falls, Ontario, has the second-largest visitor capacity in 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 nation 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. The Iroquois, also known as the Haudenosaunee (People of the Longhouse), dominated smaller bands of native peoples, eventually controlling a region that stretched from Canada to the Carolinas.


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.


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. Loyalists and their native allies proved to be an effective adversary against the Continental Army, especially in New York state and the area known as Ohio country.


The War of 1812 brought death and destruction to the Niagara frontier, with many of the bloodiest engagements occurring along the Niagara River. At the start of the war, the United States was hindered by inexperienced troops and incompetent leadership. By the end of the conflict, the United States proved that its land and naval forces were equal to those of England. Notable engagements including battles at Queenston Heights and Chippawa shaped the outcome of the conflict. At the end of hostilities, neither Canada nor the United States had lost or gained any territory.


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 visitors each year.


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 (1.2-km) 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 Classic (www.niagaraparks.com, $67 adults, $44 children 6-12) reserves timed tickets for Journey Behind the Falls, the Hornblower Cruise, Niagara’s Fury, and the White Water Walk. If you are spending 1-2 days in Niagara and are likely to do the Hornblower Cruise and the Journey Behind the Falls attractions, the Classic Pass is a good value, saving you 27 percent off retail rates. Staying two or more days? The Adventure Pass Plus (www.niagaraparks.com, $90 adults, $59 children 6-12) includes everything covered in the Classic pass but adds four Parks Heritage sites, including Old Fort Erie. Either pass includes two days’ unlimited use of the WEGO bus system, a wonderfully eco-friendly way to explore the region. In terms of sustainability, another benefit of any of the passes is that you may use your mobile device instead of printed tickets to gain admission to your included attractions.


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. From November through April when some attractions are closed, the Wonder Pass (www.niagaraparks.com, $25 adults, $17 children 6-12) is available.


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. Parking fees vary by season—expect to pay $20-25 during the summer to use lots close to Table Rock.


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 are presented south to north. All pricing is in Canadian currency, unless otherwise noted.


CHIPPAWA


Located just 2 miles (3.2 km) 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 people who lost their lives and were buried here. Each year on July 5, the anniversary of the conflict, a solemn ceremony commemorates the battle and the 200-plus years of peace that have followed.
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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., $50.95 adults, $43.95 seniors 60+ and children 5-12), 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.


[image: image]


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 2 square miles (5 sq km), 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 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., 2 mi/3.2 km 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 (450 m) 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 semi-submerged 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 parking is not allowed in this area.


Dufferin Islands


The Dufferin Islands (Niagara Pkwy., 1 mi/1.6 km 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 allows 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 the paved roads. When driving, look out for geese and ducks using the roads to cross from pond to pond.


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. The park has a mix of free and paid parking, and offers charging stations for electric cars.


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.
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1: Dufferin Islands 2: Toronto Power Generating Station





The exterior looks grand but staid, giving it an aura of power and stability. This is no accident. In the early 1900s, some people were concerned about the safety of this new technology. The architecture’s grandeur helped assure the public that hydroelectric power was safe and reliable. The building 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 that the grand structure will someday house an interpretive museum. In the meantime, the building has been used for crews shooting movie and television productions.


The grounds immediately adjacent to the station afford the best perspective of the old scow. A scow is a type of large boat with 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 grounded in the river, 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. In late 2019, after the scow had been stuck in the same spot for 101 years, exceedingly high water levels in the river pushed it on its side and downstream by 160 feet (50 m).


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, $7 adults, $4 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 with a waterfall and trapezoid-shaped glass roof. This spacious area evokes the atmosphere of a tropical forest. Several smaller, rectangular greenhouses are attached to the showhouse, each filled with tropical plants, statuary, and trees.


Of particular interest is the titan arum, the world’s largest lily, which grows to 10 feet (3 m) in height. Many people know this plant as the “corpse flower” because it emits a uniquely unpleasant scent when it blooms. The rotting smell is designed to attract insects that will help pollinate the plant. You’ll find the Showhouse’s corpse flower in the main atrium near the reception desk. Another unique feature of this giant lily is that it will take 8-10 years to bloom for the first time. After that, it may only bloom once every 2-3 years.


The plants on display are changed eight times a year, so there’s always something different to enjoy. Easter and Christmas displays are the seasonal highlights. All plants are identified by signs indicating the species name. Although plants are not for sale, you’ll find unique gardening-related treasures in the gift shop.


The outdoor gardens surrounding the showhouse consist of a large rose garden, reflecting ponds, and birdhouses, ideal for taking a relaxing afternoon stroll. About 30 minutes is ample time to enjoy this attraction, but flower enthusiasts could easily spend more than an hour. Staff from the Showhouse are responsible for choosing and maintaining the beautiful flowers throughout Victoria Park.


Rankine Generation Station


Heading from the Floral Showhouse toward the brink of the falls, you’ll find a handsome building near the entrance to the main parking lot that serves Table Rock. This gorgeous, slumbering giant is known as the Rankine Generation Station. From 1905 until 2005, this facility turned the waters of the Niagara into clean, inexpensive electricity. The plant was taken offline because it was too expensive to modernize its system to produce electricity at 60 Hz, which is now the standard in North America.


In 2021, Niagara Parks plans to open the building as a museum to tell the story of how Niagara electrified the world. Each year additional areas are slated to be cleaned up and opened to the public. Visitors will be able to explore the main concourse, featuring 11 large generators that are attached to turbines sunk 180 feet (55 m) below in the bedrock. Today you can see the tunnels where water was returned into the river after generating power at Rankine—look for the two tunnel openings at the base of Horseshoe Falls.



S Brink of Horseshoe Falls



Arguably one of the most photographed sites in the world, the brink of Horseshoe Falls (6650 Niagara Pkwy., 24 hours daily, free) has a view like no other. The brink is a public plaza area behind Table Rock Welcome Centre, which allows you to stand at the crest of Horseshoe Falls. The space is always open to visitors and is integrated into the paved pedestrian pathway that runs all the way to Niagara-on-the-Lake from Fort Erie. Green space, trees, and benches adjacent to the plaza provide convenient places to relax and appreciate the landscape.


It is difficult to fathom how much water spills over the falls. Every second, 680,000 gallons (2,600,000 L) of water pour over the brink, enough to fill the entire Empire State Building in six minutes! The crest line of Horseshoe Falls is 2,200 feet (670 m) wide, joining this spot with Terrapin Point on the U.S. side. On sunny days, the vibrant green water is hypnotic and soothing, until the water slams into the lower river with 2,500 tons (2,200 metric tons) of force.


Mist produced by the thundering waterfall can climb 200 feet (61 m) or more in the air. The wind determines where the mist will fall, and there’s always a possibility that standing here, you’ll feel some fine precipitation. It’s a good idea to carry an umbrella when visiting the brink, as well as a cloth for drying your camera lens.


This area is stunning year-round. During winter, the mist collects on every surface and freezes, creating a crystalline skin on tree branches, guardrails, and light posts that is as beautiful as it is fragile. In autumn, the blazing reds and yellows of the changing leaves bring vibrancy to the gray of the gorge.


The pedestrian area along the brink is always open to visitors, even when the indoor areas of the Table Rock Welcome Centre are closed. Use common sense when taking pictures at the brink and do not climb on top of guardrails or support pillars. Many, many people are vying for a spot along the brink, so take photos, appreciate the vista, and then let another visitor move into your spot. When driving along the Parkway, be advised that some drivers may be more focused on the amazing scenery than the road. Allow yourself a comfortable following distance, as drivers may stop unexpectedly to discharge passengers or just take in the spectacle.


Table Rock Welcome Centre


The Table Rock Welcome Centre (6650 Niagara Pkwy., 877/642-7275, www.niagaraparks.com, 24 hours daily, free), the large bronze-and-brown structure at the brink of the falls, houses restaurants, shops, attractions, a first-aid station, and public washrooms. The bathrooms are always open, but hours of operation vary for the attractions, restaurants, and gift shops. The entire complex is being renovated throughout 2021 to replace chain restaurants with venues that reflect local culture. A quick-serve bistro will open on the main floor, complementing new retail space. Aesthetic renovations are also planned for the iconic Elements on the Falls restaurant on the upper concourse.


Paid parking ($10-25) is available across the street from the center, accessible via the crosswalk or pedestrian bridge. The complex is a major hub for the WEGO transportation service. Many visitors park across from the center and then use WEGO buses for their exploration of Niagara. A golf-cart shuttle vehicle in the parking lot assists guests with mobility issues. The service is free, but you’ll need to flag down the driver to let them know you need assistance.



S JOURNEY BEHIND THE FALLS



Journey Behind the Falls (Table Rock Welcome Centre, 6650 Niagara Pkwy., 877/642-7275, www.niagaraparks.com, 9am-11pm daily June-Sept., 9am-5pm daily Oct.-May, $21.95 adults, $14 children 6-12, free for children 5 and under) is, as its name implies, a chance to view Niagara Falls from inside the gorge wall, via a tunnel dug parallel to the face of the falls. The tunnels connect with two portals that allow you to look at the raging sheet of water from behind. The tunnels also lead to an outdoor observation platform at the base of Horseshoe Falls. Included in the cost of admission is a yellow plastic rain poncho. Keep it—it will come in handy later!
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