
Niagara Falls – it has stood through the test of time, forming roughly 12,000 years ago, “when glaciers retreated north, allowing water from Lake Erie to flow over the Niagara Escarpment, a ridge that extends from Southern Ontario to Rochester, New York.”
 It first made a historical appearance sometime during the seventeenth century.  Naturally, nothing was made out of the site then.  Years later into the nineteenth century the implementation of waterpower came associated with mills and factories.  This was soon followed by the attraction many tourists saw in the splendid, natural wonder.  The area soon caught the eyes of many wanting to see the large waterfalls from both the American and Canadian sides bringing the two nations together, or perhaps at times further apart.  Niagara Falls evolved through many time periods – first and foremost it was a natural separator of land and later became a spectacle of a sight drawing in millions of people from all around the world to see its magnificence. It was a place for middleclass honeymooners to go to during and following World War II, and even the wealthier folks previously used it for the same reasons in the nineteenth century.
 Between the 1850s and 1950s it was the ultimate destination for couples to check out and see.  Eventually it began to lose its appeal with the young people, and by the 1990s the Canadian Niagara Falls went about installing a theme park as well as casino in hopes of making the area alluring to people once again.  As things began to modernize, Niagara Falls appeared to slowly lose its charm.  To this day, Niagara Falls poses many questions.  Was this natural wonder of the world meant to inspire and attract people from all over to come see this phenomenon?  Should it be considered a destination because of its natural splendor or from the manmade attractions man has created to help drive a supporting cast role?  Was it meant to be a façade that would quickly be rooted out in all knowing that this is a magnificent industrial region, nothing more and nothing less?  We can explore all the possibilities and perhaps only determine that Niagara Falls, for as long as it may last, will have some sort of everlasting charm and appeal to draw a certain kind of audience, whether or not it be honeymooners, family members, friends, gamblers, and so forth.


The first known written record of Niagara appears in Champlain’s Voyages of 1604.
 However, it wasn’t until Father Louis Hennepin arrived in 1678 that we are able to see one of the first European published eyewitness accounts of the waterfall, because that being said, Champlain had only been told of the wonder, not ever actually seeing it for himself.
 But it wouldn’t be until the 1820s and 1830s that the region would really begin to spark in interest.


The early 1800s signified the peaking of industrialization, and there could not have been a more suitable place than Niagara Falls for the times.  Between 1820 and 1824 many factories and mills were being put up and flourishing.  They included a woolen factory, a forge rolling mill, a nail factory, an iron-making facility, as well as a paper mill on Bath Island that would become the largest papermaking facility in the United States.
 Engineers and entrepreneurs who worked in the Niagara region loved it because they found it to be a romantic landscape.  Now with the completion of the Erie Canal in 1825, which went from Albany to Buffalo, many others could travel via boat comfortably to see what the commotion was all about.
 


The 1850s made a clear indication that people were interested in seeing Niagara Falls.  As time passed, technology improved.  The railroad was used and became quite popular among middle-class people who looked increasingly towards using their leisure time wisely which included broadening their lengths in traveling distance (essentially becoming tourists).  At a rate of “sixteen miles an hour” New Yorkers were making the jump at wanting to see the greater Niagara region during the summer months.  What once took two weeks to get to was now taking perhaps 30 hours during the 1840s and 1850s thanks to the locomotive.
 As a result, it should not be shocking to see that the number of visitors jumped from 20,000 in 1838 to 45,000 in 1847.


The mid-nineteenth century is certainly when the era of mass tourism began to take force.  People by this time were being lured in for its sexual deviance where bachelors could look for women.  This became notable as many received their inspiration from seeing the newlyweds who were already beginning to take notice of the waterfalls as a great escape.
 They would then be intrigued into seeing all the tourist attractions that Niagara had to offer which included the Maid of the Mist steamboat ride, as well as the Devil’s Hole, the Buttery Elevator, and the Cave of the Winds.  One could say they had not “done Niagara” until those and other attractions have been experienced.


The people at Niagara always kept trying to make things interesting.  In 1829, Sam Patch, the first to conquer Niagara by jumping 85 feet into the abyss, “inaugurated a craze of quirky challenges against nature that culminated in barrel trips over the falls before the end of the century.” This came along with, when in 1827 The Michigan, a Great Lakes steamer was filled with “dogs, cats, and wild animals (including a caged eagle) and released it to sail over the cataract.”
One of the most popular stunts, however, wouldn’t be done until the late 1800s when people would risk their own lives by crossing the gorge on a tightrope.


The late 1800s, particularly the 1880s saw developments in recreation encircling the waterfalls.  On both sides, in New York and in Ontario pitches were being made to have parks created on the waterfronts.  With the help of landscape architect Frederick Olmsted, painter Frederick Church, and journalist Jonathon Harrison, the New York State Reservation at Niagara Falls opened Prospect Park on July 15, 1885.  Soon afterwards, on May 24, 1888, the Niagara Parks Commission opened Queen Victoria Park in Ontario.


The 1870s marked a time in class transitions.  What once was predominated by upper- and wealthy-class predecessors in the early to mid nineteenth century Niagara Falls had become an excursion for a large number of working-class and middle-class people.  Detested by this, Frederick Olmsted stated tourists of the 1870s “had poor taste, were in a hurry, and were easily led by the arrangements made for them.” He later added, “the idea that Niagara is a spectacular and sensational exhibition, of which rope-walking, diving, brass bands, fireworks and various ‘side shows’ are appropriate accompaniments, is so presented to the visitor that he is forced to yield to it, and see and feel little else than that prescribed to him.”
 


The early 20th Century saw the debate between “Free Niagara” which Olmsted promoted versus a highly commercialized Niagara filled with souvenir booths and refreshment stands.  By the 1920s Queen Victoria Park as well as other surrounding Canadian parks offered an array of services and amusements: “pavilions that provided shelter for almost two thousand visitors, gardens, picnic tables and benches, regular band concerts, ice cream and soft drink stands, as well as the long-standing attractions, a railway tour, Table Rock House, and Brock’s Monument.”
 Niagara Falls, New York was good for a swimming pond at Dufferin Islands, biding to a semi-pure nature tourist industry.
 It was also during this time some residents were thinking about reverting back to industrialization over a tourist attraction, as it seemed more profitable at the time.  As one resident remarked, “One cannot help wondering whether it is really an ignoble ambition to desire a few factories at Niagara Falls, or whether we should be content to be a ‘tourist playground’ leaving the ‘dirt and smoke’ and incidentally, the greater part of our electric powers to benefit Toronto and its society editors.”
 It should be noted, however, that roughly the same time that quote was made many trees and other shore-side plants were dying or missing compared to the times in the late nineteenth century as a result of pollution from places like the Cyanamid Company.
 


The 1920s were in general good to Niagara Falls, but by the 1930s the effects of the Great Depression came down negatively hard on the entire region on all fronts.  First, there had been more than sixty factories situated at Niagara Falls in 1924; only half of them would remain by 1937.
 The other problem involved saw revenues from tourism plummet, particularly in Canada, from $300 million in 1929 to $120 million in 1933.
 On the contrary, because of the of the emergence of the automobile culture, there were still a good number of visitors and honeymooners arriving at the Falls compared to decades ago.
 In all, the Niagara region wasn’t suffering anymore than anyplace else at the time.  The 1930s and early 1940s were lean years for the tourist industry in general.


Honeymooning appeared to make its peak by the 1930s when it was suggested in the New York Times that as many as one-quarter of the visitors were newlyweds.
 The trend would also continue for years to come.  Throughout the 1940s during World War II, soldiers were marrying girls from far and away and bringing them back “home” to Niagara Falls.  It was more than ever before becoming a destination “both exotic and affordable.” Even movie star Shirley Temple was torn between choosing Niagara Falls and Hawaii for her honeymoon.
 


Moving into the 1950s and ‘60s, there had been a steady decline in industrialization surrounding the Niagara region.  At the same time, however, on the Canadian side, commercialization was continuing to rise.  Restaurants went from 40 in 1945 to 115 in 1965.  Motels went from none in 1945 (although there were a select few hotels out and about on both sides) to 115 in 1965.  The same thing happened in Niagara Falls, New York.  As a result, the highest concentration of motels outside of Miami Beach developed here for the United States and one-fifth of all of Ontario’s motels could be found along the Niagara bank region as well.
 The Niagara Falls region was definitely booming once again.


The 1950s proved to be a decade of success.  The Second World War had ended just a few years earlier, and now newly formed families were looking for places to go and travel to.  Niagara Falls quickly took on so many tourists that even local residents were starting to get in on accommodating space for these people.  Aside from the publicity it already captured from scenic photos and word of mouth, Hollywood added to the affect by putting out the movie, Niagara, which was released in 1953 starring Marilyn Monroe.  As a result, in that year, between ten and thirteen million people visited Niagara Falls, breaking all previous records for the number of visitors they had received.


Eventually all good things come to an end.  Since the 1950s Niagara Falls has not been the same.  By today’s standards, it is no longer a place for white middle-class or upper-class North Americans.  According to the Chamber of Commerce survey from 1968, two-thirds of Niagara’s visitors were working-class, and 80 percent were American.
 They also mention the fact that only 3 percent of those that were surveyed that year were honeymooners.
 Tourism to Niagara Falls made a sharp decline throughout the late 1960s into the 1970s as Canada’s tourist industry now focused on the Expo, the World’s Fair in Montreal.  Along with that, industrial employers Kimberly-Clark, the Dominion Chain Company, and International Silver Limited, packed up and left.


There was a brief resurgence of tourism as well as industrialization in the 1980s.  Competition between the United States and Canada ran at its fiercest during this time when each sought the majority of the visitors that they could receive, with Canada still offering the better product in terms of glitz and glamour where as the United States continued to stick with the more pure, natural approach of presenting the waterfalls.  By the early 1990s the region’s industrial base almost collapsed all together.  No form of tourism was going to help those setbacks, which created high unemployment rates on both sides of the river.


It should be safe to assume that honeymooners make up a great deal of a tourist population.  In 1970, Niagara Falls ranked “fifth among honeymoon destinations, behind the Poconos, California, Florida, and New York City.”
 By the 1980s and 1990s honeymoon features in travel and wedding catalogues gave way to the glimmering pleasure places of Europe, Caribbean Islands, and the Florida Keys.  As a travel agent put it in 1990, “Nobody in their right mind would go to Niagara Falls for their entire honeymoon in this day and age.”
 However, all may not be lost.


The Niagara Parks Commission, in hopes of stemming the economic decline of the 1970s and 1980s, hired leading Canadian architect Raymond Moriyama to come up with something elaborate to draw tourists into the Niagara region once again for the next century.  His plan was to win back the middle class and “meet the needs of the well-educated and the prosperous” by basically attracting yuppie tourists through the development of green spaces, galleries, and museums.
 This did not fall through, as it fell out of favor in place of a casino.


Casino Niagara, as it became known, pitched its market from already being a major international attraction.
  Attracting ten million visitors in 1997, its first year of operation, it “practically wiped out the ailing tourist industry across the river, where state laws prohibit gambling.”
 At present, Niagara Falls draws 14 million tourists a year, but it remains to be seen whether gambling contributes to or inhibits the growth of tourism.
 Questions have been asked: “are vacationers to the Falls gamblers or do they constitute a separate market?  Will gambling enhance tourism in the Niagara region or plunder the clientele for existing attractions?”
 Some local tourist boosters believe that gambling and tourism are contradictory, but that is because gamblers have a tendency to stay in the casino.  Either way, people are certainly coming back to the Niagara region.  As just mentioned, it is still uncertain as to whether or not these “gamblers” are also putting money into the parks surrounding the Falls themselves.  Perhaps when statistics come out in the future we shall see whether or not this deemed to be the right approach into restoring the value of an American treasure-landscape on into the 21st Century.  Otherwise, it may just as well be an industrial wasteland. 
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