Falling for Niagara Falls
A Front Porch Travelogue
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Introduction
For those not familiar with the Front Porch
Travelers, let me take a moment to introduce
you. They are six senior citizens who have
become very real over the past many years
that they’ve been presenting the travelogue for
Activity Connection. Couples Nell and Truman
McGiver and Bert and Ethel Davis join sisters
Mabel and Maude Gunderson in their virtual
adventures around the world. Click here to learn
more about the Front Porch Travelers.
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Falling for Niagara Falls
Niagara Falls Song of the Year 1841, Author Unknown

Oh, the lovers come a thousand miles,
They leave their home and mother;
Yet when they reach Niagara Falls,
They only see each other.
See Niagara’s waters rolling,
See the misty spray
See the happy lovers strolling,
It’s everybody’s wedding day.
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To see the Falls they took a ride,
On the steamship “Maid O’ the Mist”;
She forgot the Falls she was so busy,
Being hugged and kissed.
See the mighty river rushing
’Tween its rocky walls;
See the happy lovers strolling,
By our Niagara Falls.
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He said, “Is oo my darling?”
He said, “Whose darling is oo?"
He said, “Is oo my baby?”
And she always answered, “Goo-goo-goo.”
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On June 15, 1963, Nell and Truman were
married at Nell’s childhood home in Saratoga,
New York. It was a glorious sunny day full of
hope and promise. They drove five hours to
Niagara Falls in Truman’s 1955 Volkswagen
Beetle and spent a memorable honeymoon
admiring the view (and each other). They vowed
to return one day, and so, on this Valentine’s Day,
the Front Porch Travelers celebrate the holiday at
the place where it all started for the McGivers.
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Truman Gets Romantic

I’m not known for being overly demonstrative in
the romance department, but I am a big fan of
Valentine’s Day. It’s the time of year when I can

buy a card for Nell that pretty much says the words
I have trouble saying myself. My life with Nell
has been nothing short of an adventure. Little did
I realize the sweet and quiet girl I wed so many
years ago would turn out to be such an amusing,
unpredictable, and always delightful partner. Hey,
maybe I should start writing my own cards!
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One’s honeymoon is an occasion to be
remembered fondly. (If you don’t, most likely
you’re not still married!) Honeymoons became
popular among British upper-class newlyweds
during the 19th century. Couples would take
what was known as “bridal tours” in which
they would spend an extended period of time
visiting family and friends who were unable to
come to the wedding.
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The practice became so popular that
it spread throughout Europe and then
beyond as people of all classes began
to participate. Today, honeymoons are
a multi-million-dollar industry, often
involving travel to exotic and romantic
places. A growing trend is for engaged
couples to request monies toward their
honeymoon fund instead of a traditional
wedding present.
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The term honeymoon most likely evolved
from the belief that the first month of
marriage is the sweetest and happiest.
“Sweet as honey” and “over the moon”
are apt descriptors for this beginning
phase of what is hoped to be a long and
loving marriage. Niagara Falls became
known as the “Honeymoon Capital of
the World” after a number of famous
couples honeymooned there.
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People flocked to join the likes
of Theodosia, daughter of Aaron
Burr, who honeymooned there
in 1801, and Jerome Bonaparte,
brother of Napoleon, who traveled
by stagecoach in 1804 from New
Orleans for his honeymoon.
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By the early 1900s, Niagara
Falls was being promoted as
the place for newlyweds to
go. With the opening of the
Erie Canal and the advent of
the railways, it became more
accessible. After the invention
of the automobile, even more
people were able to journey
there.
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Today, more than 50,000
newlyweds travel annually
to Niagara Falls for their
honeymoon. If desired,
they can even get a
certificate signed by the
mayor commemorating
the event.
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Almost every hotel in the area
has special packages for both
honeymooners and couples who
want to get married at Niagara Falls.
Fans of the TV show The Office will
recall that Pam and Jim got married
on the iconic Maid of the Mist boat.
It has been in operation since 1876
and takes its passengers close enough
to feel the spray from the falls.
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Discussion Starters
• Have you visited Niagara Falls? Was it for your honeymoon or

another occasion?

• If not to Niagara Falls, where did you go for your honeymoon? Do

you care to share any of your memories?

• Nell and Truman have been married for 56 years. What do you

think are some of the secrets to a long and happy marriage?
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Bert Gets Informational
The word Niagara comes from the Neutral Native American word Onguiaahra,
which means “thunder of waters” or “the strait.” Niagara Falls is comprised of three
falls—Niagara Falls Ontario, known as Horseshoe Falls (the largest); Niagara Falls
New York; and Bridal Falls (the smallest).
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The falls, formed by glacier activity
from 10,000 to 12,000 years ago, form
an international border between the
United States and Canada. Considered
to be quite young from a geological
perspective, they are eroding at the
rate of three to four inches every
10 years. Scientists predict the falls
will be completely eroded and gone in
50,000 years, so visit them while you can.
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The Niagara River, which
feeds the falls, is actually a
strait, not a river. A strait is
defined as “a narrow passage
of water connecting two large
bodies of water.” The Niagara
River connects Lake Erie and
Lake Ontario.
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One-fifth of the world’s freshwater is
found in the four Upper Great Lakes:
Superior, Erie, Huron, and Michigan.
Their outflow empties into the
Niagara River, which cascades over the
falls and flows by way of the
St. Lawrence River into Lake Ontario
and then on to the Atlantic Ocean.
Here are some interesting facts I
learned about Niagara Falls:
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• Approximately one-fifth

of all the drinking water
in the U.S. flows through
Niagara Falls.

• It would take the average

household some 7.5 years
to use the amount of
water flowing over the
falls every second!
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Horseshoe Falls has a drop of 167 feet
(51 meters), and the American Falls
and Bridal Falls are both between 90
and 120 feet (27.5 to 36.5 meters).
Although Niagara Falls is not the
tallest waterfall in the world, it may
be the fastest moving one. Angel Falls
in Venezuela, with a height of 3,230
feet (984.5 meters), is known to be the
tallest waterfall on Earth.
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• Niagara Falls is the biggest producer of
electricity for New York state.

• Believe it or not, Niagara Falls once ran
dry. It was on March 29, 1848, when a
strong gale blowing off Lake Erie caused
a log jam that dammed up the mouth
of the Niagara River. The water flowing
over Horseshoe Falls and the American
Falls was reduced to just a trickle. By the
next morning, it was back to normal.
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I n the mid-1800s, Niagara Falls
was part of the Underground
Railroad. Many of the residents
living in the area were against
slavery and served as part of
a network that helped fugitive
slaves escape to freedom.
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Discussion Starters
• Are you fascinated by seeing the power of water at places like

Niagara Falls or the power of ocean waves crashing on the shore?
Explain your reactions to these experiences.

• Does it make you sad to think of places we treasure disappearing?

Or do you think it’s just part of nature’s design? For instance—
Venice, Italy, is sinking and predicted to be completely
underwater by 2100.
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Nell Goes Up, Up, and Over
Even I, the uncontested daredevil of
the group, have to ask how crazy do
you have to be to go over the falls?
Not only is it seriously risky
(40-some people are swept over
the falls and killed each year), but
it’s also illegal. And, if you do
manage to survive, you’ll be fined
up to $10,000.
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The first person to dive into the
falls was Sam Patch (also known
as the Yankee leaper). In 1825, he
dove from a platform 85 feet
(26 meters) down Horseshoe
Falls. He survived, and the next
week did it again, this time from a
height of 135 feet (41 meters).
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In 1859, Charles Blondin, a native of
France, walked across the gorge on
a tightrope 1,100 feet (335 meters)
long and 160 feet (49 meters) above
the waterfall. Wearing pink tights, he
completed the feat in 20 minutes.
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He returned for many more stunts,
including walking the tightrope
while blindfolded, while pushing
a wheelbarrow, while walking on
stilts, while carrying his manager on
his back, while standing on a chair
with only one leg balanced on the
rope, and even while sitting down
in the middle of the rope to cook
and eat an omelet!
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In 1876, Maria Spelterini, an
Italian tightrope walker, is the
first and only woman to have
walked across the gorge on a
tightrope. She repeated this
feat several times, including
while being blindfolded,
with her ankles and wrists
handcuffed, and once with
her feet inside peach baskets.
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Annie Taylor was the first person on record
to go over the falls in a barrel. In 1901,
this 63-year-old teacher from Michigan
braved the falls in a custom-made barrel.
She survived the 18-minute trip, emerging
battered and bruised, but triumphant. Her
reason for doing such a daring (many would
say foolhardy) thing was to gain fame and
fortune. That sadly did not happen, and
Annie died in poverty 20 years later.
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In 1928, Jean Lussler went
over the falls in a six-foot
rubber balloon lined with
tubes filled with oxygen.
Not only did he survive but
he made money selling pieces
of the rubber tubes.
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In 1990, the famous illusionist
David Copperfield went over the
falls in an enclosed raft only to be
seen moments later rising over the
falls suspended from a helicopter.
The trick behind the illusion
was never revealed, but it’s likely
Copperfield was never in the raft
except for the very beginning, even
though it sure looked like he was.
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In 2012, Nik Wallenda, a
seventh-generation member
of the family of the Flying
Wallendas, crossed the falls
on a tightrope during a live
television special. In order
to get permission to do the
stunt, he was required to wear
a safety harness for the first
time in his performing life.
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People are not the only ones
going over the falls. Fish regularly
take the plunge after becoming
disoriented in the currents.
Reportedly more fish are able
to survive Horseshoe Falls than
the American Falls. Waterfowl
occasionally become disoriented
in foggy weather and are swept
over the falls.
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In 1930, a man by the name of
George Stathakis went over the
falls in a barrel with his turtle
Sonny. The barrel remained
intact during the descent but
then became trapped under the
falls for hours before it could be
retrieved. Sadly, George did not
survive, but Sonny did.
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Discussion Starters
• Have you ever done something risky? Describe your experience.
• Would you be tempted to do a daredevil stunt such as going over

Niagara Falls in a barrel?
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Maude Takes Us on Tour
There is much to see and do at
Niagara Falls. This is the first
visit there for the Gunderson
sisters, and we are grateful for
the opportunity. The power and
magnificence of the falls cannot
be fully appreciated unless seen in
person. Here are some things we
recommend you do when visiting:
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Take a ride on the historic
Maid of the Mist. This is
a must-do. The boat’s first
voyage was in 1876, making
it the oldest tourist attraction
in North America. Everyone
gets to wear a plastic poncho
because you’ll get close enough
to the falls to get wet.
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Take a Cave of the Winds tour. Again,
you’ll be given a poncho to wear and
water sandals for your feet because you
can count on getting really, really wet.
You start by taking an elevator down
175 feet (64 meters) through solid
rock to the base of the waterfall. After
climbing some stairs, you will reach a
platform where you’ll experience heavy
winds and water pouring over you.
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Occasionally, people have
been struck by fish going over
the falls. The good news is no
injuries have been reported to
humans, and apparently some
90% of the fish survive. The
wooden platform and stairs do
not survive the heavy ice that
accumulates over the winter and
must be rebuilt every year.
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where the three falls are located.
Established in 1885, it is the
oldest state park in the country.
It comprises over 400 acres, with
about 140 of those acres under
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miles of trails, catch a glimpse
of protected wildlife, and enjoy
stunning views.
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The Falls are beautiful at
night, with spotlights of
different colors shining on
them. It is worth staying up
until dark to see them.
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Discussion Starters
• Would you willingly do something where you knew you would be

getting wet?

• Do you enjoy hiking? What time of year do you think is best for

hiking?

• Would you like to see the falls lit up at night?
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Ethel Goes Island Hopping
Islands have been a part of the Niagara
River for centuries. Over the years, new
islands have appeared, existing islands
have disappeared, and some islands
have remained for tourists to visit. Since
I am not talking about food this trip
as I usually do, Mabel and I have each
chosen two islands to tell you about.
And, so, without further ado, I’ll begin:
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Grand Island, with its 17,000
acres (6,879 hectares), is the
largest of the islands. As of 2017,
its population numbered a little
more than 21,000 people. It lies
in the heart of the Niagara River,
between Canada and the United
States. It is the size of Manhattan
and is covered in trees and parks.
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There are trails to hike,
stores in which to shop, great
restaurants for dining, and
quaint neighborhoods to visit.
It’s just 10 minutes from the
American Falls and was at one
time considered a resort town. A
number of notable people, such
as President Grover Cleveland,
spent their summers there.
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The island’s history is an interesting one.
Beginning in 1655, it was controlled by
the Seneca Indians of the Iroquois Nation.
They used it as a game preserve and burial
ground. In 1763, the Seneca attacked a
British supply wagon train and massacred
everyone on it. They later apologized and,
to show their good faith, gave a group
of the Niagara River Islands, including
Grand Island, to Sir William Johnson.
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He, in turn, transferred the title
to the King of England. When the
British were expelled from the
area, the Iroquois Nation reclaimed
the land. The State of New York
recognized their claim and in 1815,
for $1,000, purchased Grand Island
and some other small Niagara River
islands from them.
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During the 1800s, free land
grants were given to settlers,
and the population grew to
around 150 people and then
slowly kept on growing.
By 1935, two bridges were
completed, connecting the
island to the New York mainland.
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On Halloween night in 1968, the
WKBW radio station broadcast a remake
of Orson Welles’ The War of the Worlds
and claimed Martians had landed on
Grand Island. The broadcast was so
realistic (as was the original one) that
many people listening believed it to be
true. Among those fooled were the local
newspaper, several police officers from
town, and even the Canadian military, which
rushed in to save the day.
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Navy Island is the largest island
located on the Canadian side of the
Niagara River. It was once inhabited
by native peoples as demonstrated by
archaeological evidence dating back
some 3,000 years. In the mid-1800s,
land was cleared for farming, and by
1865, four families were living there.
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In 1876, a part of the island
was leased to developers who
built the Queen’s Hotel and
invited tourists to come.
It remained a popular
summer resort until it closed
in the early 1900s, and in 1910
a fire destroyed the hotel,
which was not rebuilt.
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Here are a few interesting footnotes in the
island’s past:

• Despite the lack of proof, the
rumor persists that the plot for the
assassination of President McKinley
was planned on the island.

• During Prohibition, it was often used as
a waystation for smugglers crossing the
river with alcohol.
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In 1945, a plan was generated
to entice the United Nations
to build its headquarters
on the island. The plan had
support from both the U.S.
and Canada, but a donation
of land in New York City
by the Rockefeller family
resulted in the headquarters
being built there.
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In 1949, the Canadian Parks Commission turned down a request to turn the island
into a private game preserve and instead declared it a Wildlife and Game Preserve.
It remains a protected area today. Although the island is uninhabited, there was a time
when people were allowed to camp on some parts of the island as long as they had the
proper permits. Currently the island is closed to the public.
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And Mabel Continues
Hello, it’s Mabel and finally my turn.
I’m excited to tell you about Goat
Island, named for the herd of goats
that once lived on it. John Stedman
was a pioneer and miller who decided
to keep his goats on the island.
Unfortunately, they did not survive the
winter of 1780, but the name lives on.
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Other people had designs on the
island as well. For example, Cornelius
Vanderbilt wanted to buy it as a pleasure
ground for people riding to the falls
on his train. P.T. Barnum wanted to
turn it into a circus ground. Other
proposals included using it as a rifle
range, the site of a huge hotel, a location
for manufacturing companies, and a
botanical garden.
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Fortunately for Goat Island and
its many visitors, Augustus Porter
recognized its value and, in the
middle of the 19th century, he
purchased the island. Porter
invited a group of Tuscarora
Native Americans to live there
and sell their crafts to the tourists
who came by way of stagecoach
and railroads to visit the falls.
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He preserved the natural
environment and in 1817 built a
toll bridge for visitors to cross to
the island. It got swept away by
ice, and he rebuilt it the next year
a little way downstream. At 700 feet
(213 meters) long, it became the
region’s best-traveled walkway. In
1885, Goat Island was included as
part of the Niagara Falls State Park.
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A foot bridge takes you from
Goat Island to Three Sisters and
Little Brother Islands, located
on the south side of Goat Island
in the Canadian Channel. In
1843, the four small islands
were known as the Moss Islands
because of the amount of moss
covering the rock surfaces.
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In spring of 1816, Parkhurst Whitney and his three daughters, Asenath,
Angeline, and Celinda Eliza, visited the islands. Whitney was an American
commander during the war of 1812 and then a successful businessman who
owned and operated the Cataract Hotel in Niagara Falls, New York.
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They became the first people to visit the
third island, which was made possible
because of an ice jam upstream from the
falls. Ice clogged the channel, and they
were able to cross the river by walking
on the ice to the island. Whitney was so
proud of his children’s accomplishment
that he asked Peter and Augustus Porter,
the owners of the islands, to name them
after his daughters and infant son.
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In addition to these four islands,
there are a number of smaller
islands of note, including Luna
Island, Green (formerly Bath)
Island, and Tower Island. There
are also a number of islands that
once were there and no longer
exist, such as Willow Island and
Grass Island.
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Discussion Starters
• Do you think you would enjoy living on a small island? What

would be the pros and cons?

• If you were given the opportunity to name an island, what would

you call it?
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Thanks for joining us as we visited romantic Niagara Falls.
We wish you a happy Valentine’s Day and look forward to
seeing you next month!
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The End
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brought to you by
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