
The Site of the Ferry Landing1 
Foot of Niagara Falls, below Prospect Point 
 
Significance: Many Africans Americans escaped to freedom on the ferry just below the Falls. We have detailed 
accounts of Nancy Berry, Patrick Sneed, and Martha. John Morrison, head waiter at the Cataract House, often ferried 
people across the river himself.  

 

 
“View from the Ferry,” Niagara Falls and Vicinity (Philadelphia, 1853). 

 

                                                             
1 Site description from Survey of Sites Relating to the Underground Railroad, Abolitionism, and African American Life in Niagara 
Falls and Surrounding Area, 1820-1880, by Judith Wellman, Ph.D., April 2012, pp. 142-160.  Prepared by New York 
Historical Research Associates for edr Companies and the Niagara Falls Underground Railroad Heritage Area 
Commission. The complete historic resources survey report is available at www.niagarafallsundergroundrailroad.org.  



 
 

 
G.W. Johnson, “A Map of the Niagara River,” 1849-50. 

Note ferry and Ferry House (No. 13) with raceway bringing water from rapids through it. 
 
 



 
Samuel Geil, “Ferry Stairs,” Niagara Falls and Vicinity (Philadelphia, 1853), showing relationship to International Hotel 

and Cataract House, three blocks west. 
 

 
Niagara County Map (A.M.Z. Dawson, 1860) 

 



 
William S. Hunter, Jr., Hunter’s Panoramic Guide from Niagara Falls to Quebec (Boston: L.P. Jewett), 1857. 

 
Inclined Railway, Prospect Park 

Atlas of Niagara and Orleans Counties, New York. New York: Beers, Upton, and Co., 1875.  
 
 



 
“Plan of Niagara River and Falls,” Popular Cyclopedia of History (1847) 

purple.niagara.edu/cam/Niagara/impr1841.html 
 

 
Approximate location of ferry landing, August 2011 

 
Description: Early visitors, including Native Americans, descended to the base of the American falls from Prospect 
Point, just north of falls, by clinging to rocks and shrubs. About half a mile farther north, they also used an “Indian 
ladder.” Before the War of 1812, an eighty-foot-long ladder was constructed directly at the base of the American falls, 
“placed nearly perpendicularly to the bank,” as Samuel DeVeaux wrote in 1839. It was destroyed during the War of 
1812. Three years later, at the request of Augustus Porter, Parkhurst Whitney built the first stairs at this location in 1818, 



echoing a similar staircase on the Canadian side. In 1820, Whitney started regular ferry service with small rowboats, to 
carry passengers across the river. Augustus Porter owned both the stairs and the ferry. 2 
 Judging from contemporary images, ferry boats were basically large canoe-shaped vessels. Some seem to have 
been pointed at both ends. Others had a flat stern. One strong rower could transport up to about ten people.  
 

 
“View from the Ferry,” Samuel Geil, 1853 

 
 Early prints show many views of the stairs and the ferry, and early visitors left many descriptions of their 
experience. At the top of the bank, they began their steep descent. When English novelist Charles Dickens visited 
Niagara Falls with two women friends in 1842, he described his excitement as he began to climb down:  
 

I dragged Kate down a deep and slippery path leading to the ferry boat; bullied Anne for not coming 
fast enough; perspired at every pore; and felt, it is impossible to say how, as the sound grew louder 
and louder in my ears, and yet nothing could be seen for the mist.3 

 

 
“Niagara Falls (from the top of the ladder, on the American side), J.C. Bentley, 1839. 

                                                             
2 Samuel DeVeaux, The Falls of Niagara, or tourist’s guide to his wonder of nature (Buffalo: William B. Hayden, 1839), 129-33;  
http://www.nyfalls.com/niagara/niagara-falls-timeline.html#1800 

3 Charles Dickens to John Forster, 1842, charlesdickenspage.com/niagara_falls1842.html.  
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“Niagara Falls,” Holden’s Dollar Magazine (New York, March 1849). 

purple.niagara.edu/cam/Niagara/impr1841.html 
 

 
 

A similar view from the one in Holden’s Dollar Magazine in 1849 by James Van Cleve, The Ontario And St. Lawrence 
Steamboat Company's Hand-Book For Travelers To Niagara Falls, Montreal And Quebec, And Through Lake Champlain (Buffalo: 

Jewett, Thomas & Co. and Rochester: D.M. Dewey, 1853). purple.niagara.edu/cam/Niagara/impr1851.html.  
 

 By 1845, at least part of the stairway had been enclosed. D.W. Clark from Richmond, Virginia, wrote a journal 
entitled “Two Days at Niagara,” in which he described the “descent to the ferry” as made “by means of a stairway, 
which is laid in a deep excavation of solid rock. It is entirely housed in, and in going down its dark avenue, one 
experiences the same feelings which would be felt in going through Thames' tunnel.” 4 
 By the time visitors reached the river’s edge, they were usually drenched to the skin. If they could see through 
the mist, they had a fine view of the Falls. In his American Notes, Charles Dickens described his experience:  
 

                                                             
4 www.niagarafallsinfo.com/history. 



The bank is very steep, and was slippery with rain and half-melted ice. I hardly know how I got down, 
but I was soon at the bottom, and climbing with two English officers, who were crossing and had 
joined me, over some broken rocks, deafened by the noise half-blinded by the spray, and wet to the 
skin, we were at the foot of the American Fall. I could see an immense torrent of water tearing 
headlong down from some great height, but had no idea of shape or situation or anything but vague 
immensity.5 

 To protect themselves, some donned the recommended heavy coats or oilcloths and umbrellas. Samuel 
DeVeaux described the experience of “floating over the convulsed and agitated waters” in 1839: “Hoods, India rubbers, 
oil cloths and umbrellas, are brought into requisition, to shield them from the descending mist that gushes away from 
the falling stream.”6 
  

 
William H. Bartlett, “The Landing on the American Side,” c. 1840.  

Note the steep staircase hanging off the cliff at rear, done by British artists William H. Bartlett. 
purple.niagara.edu/cam/Niagara/images/pnia151.jpg 

 
 Crossing on the ferry offered a magnificent view of the falls. As the mist cleared, visitors could see the whole 
panorama spread out before them. Often, they were stunned to silence, overwhelmed. Charles Dickens wrote in 
American Notes, “When we were seated in the little ferry-boat, and were crossing the swollen river immediately before 
both cataracts, I began to feel what it was: but I was in a manner stunned, and unable to comprehend the vastness of the 
scene.” James Faxon noted in 1858, “Seating ourselves in the Ferry boat, we are soon dancing on the agitated waters, 
and gazing in profound silence and admiration at the Falls.” After he sat in the ferry, Dickens felt that “in an instant, I 
was blinded by the spray, and wet to the skin. I saw the water tearing madly down from some immense height, but could 
get no idea of shape, or situation, or anything but vague immensity. But when we were seated in the boat, and crossing at 
the very foot of the cataract -- then I began to feel what it was.”7  
 Harriet Martineau took the ferry in 1834 and again in 1838. “Our boat was tossed like a cork in the writhing 
waves,” she recalled. “We soon found that, though driven hither and thither by the currents, the ferryman always 
conquers at last, and shoots his boat into the desired creek: but the tossing and whirling, amidst the driving spray, seems 
a rather dubious affair at first.”8 
 Samuel Veaux also described it: 

                                                             
5 Charles Dickens, American Notes in Works of Dickens, Vol. 15 (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1877), 384. 

6 Samuel DeVeaux, The Falls of Niagara, or tourist’s guide to his wonder of nature (Buffalo: William B. Hayden, 1839), 133. 

7 James Faxon (Boston, 1858), 15; Charles Dickens, American Notes in Works of Dickens, Vol. 15 (New York: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1877), 384; Charles Dickens to John Forster, 1842, charlesdickenspage.com/niagara_falls1842.html.  

8 Harriet Martineau, Retrospect of Western Travel, Vol. I (London, 1838). 



 
Towards the centre of the river, the mist is dispelled, and the prospect of the immense body of falling 
water is unobscured by any intervening object. The whole sublimity of the scene is displayed. Besides 
this, the eddies are strong, the waters dance about the boat, the boat itself rocks and bounds along, 
and some of the obtrusive waves dash over upon the passengers.9 

 American poet Lydia Sigourney gave a similar testimonial:  

You are encompassed by an amphitheatre of towering rocks and hills. Fragments of rainbows and 
torrents of mist hover around you. A stupendous column rises, whose base is in the fathomless depth, 
whose head, wrapped in cloud, seems to join earth and heaven. It strikes you as a living 
personification of His power who poured it ‘from the hollow of his hand.’ You tremble at its feet. 
With a great voice of thunder it warns you not to approach. The winds spread out their wings, and 
whelm you in a deluge of spray. You are sensible of the giant force of the tide, bearing up the boat, 
which like an eggshell is tossed upon its terrible bosom. You feel like an atom in the great creation of 
God. You glance at the athletic sinews of the rowers, and wonder if they are equal to their perilous 
task. But the majesty of the surrounding scene annihilates selfish apprehension. 10 

 Charles B. Ray, African American agent for the Colored American, was less effusive in his description of the 
crossing from Canada to the U.S. in 1837:  

After waiting a little for some of our company to come up, we loaded our little boat, and were rowed 
across the swift running current, to the American shore where we alighted, and ascended the long and 
tedious, steps, to the top of the bank, and made the best of our way to the hotel. 11 

 

Ferry, William H. Bartlett, c. 1840 

 

                                                             
9 Samuel DeVeaux, The Falls of Niagara, or tourist’s guide to his wonder of nature (Buffalo: William B. Hayden, 1839), 134. 

10 Mrs. Lydia H. Sigourney, “Niagara.” In Barham, William, Descriptions of Niagara: Selected from Various Travellers 
(Gravesend, n.d., 111-117), quote in Charles Mason Dow, Anthology and Bibliography 1921,Vol. II, 716-17. 

11 Charles B. Ray, “A Visit to Niagara Falls,” October 29 1837, printed in The Colored American, November 3, 1838. 



 
“Niagara Falls from the Ferry,” c. 1841, after W.H. Bartlett 
Steele’s Niagara Falls Portfolio (Buffalo: Steele’s Press, 1842) 

purple.niagara.edu/cam/Niagara/impr1841.html 
 

 
Fred H. Holloway, “View from the Ferry” 
(New York: Sarony and Major, 1846-54).  

purple.niagara.edu/cam/Niagara/impr1841.html 
 



 
John Bornet. "Niagara Falls, American Side." New York: Goupil & Co., 1855. 

purple.niagara.edu/cam/Niagara/impr1841.html 
 

 To many, the trip seemed dangerous if not impossible. In 1830, British traveler John Fowler thought that “the 
impetuosity and strength of the current, together with its numerous eddies, are not quite pleasant.” Trusting in the 
strength and experience of the ferryman, however, all travelers made it safely across. There are no known accidents or 
injuries associated with what looks like such a hazardous crossing. Fowler recounted, in fact, that his ferryman, “grown 
gray in the service,” had a twelve-year-old son who swam across the river. Now that, he said, was “a feat.” 12 
 In 1845, D.W. Clark gave his detailed impressions:  
 

Arriving at the bottom, we found a boat awaiting us, and seating the ladies in the stern, and raising 
umbrellas to protect them from the drenching spray, which is blown at all times from the Falls in 
dense clouds, when you are below them, we shoved off into the boiling waves. When we had got a 
little distance from the shore, our boat, large as it was, commenced reeling and plunging like a 
drunken man on the vastness of the waters, and it required all the strength of our athletic ferry men 
for her to make any progress. As some tourist has remarked, she was as a mere "egg-shell," and a very 
slight alteration of position in her, would cause you to be engulfed in the awful cauldron. The next 
adventure to going under the Falls, I conceive this of crossing the ferry in an open boat, the most 
hazardous. Arrived opposite the center of the vast line of Falls, all thoughts of fear are gone, the mind 
is otherwise filled. You may have heard of Niagara, possessed engravings of Niagara, or read of 
Niagara; but you will never have seen it until now. The sensation which fills the soul is 
overwhelmingly sublime. Each moment that you look upwards at the vast volume of descending 
water, it appears to grow higher and higher, until it seems as if poured by the hand of omnipotence 
from the clouds.13 

 
 One of the best descriptions of the complete trip, from descending at Prospect Point to crossing by ferry, 

appeared in 1873 in Appleton’s Handbook of American Travel:  
 

The best approach to the Falls is that most usually taken, viz., by the American shore. The descent of 
about 200 feet, by the staircase, brings the traveller directly under the shoulder and edge of the 

                                                             
12 John Fowler, Journal of a Tour in the State of New York in the Year 1830 (London: Whittaker, Treacher, and Arnot, 1831). 
Quoted in Charles Mason Dow, 2011.  

13 D.W. Clark, “Two Days at Niagara,” www.niagarafallsinfo.com/history. 



American Fall, the most imposing scene, for a single object, that he probably has ever witnessed. The 
long column of sparkling water seems, as he stands near it, to descend to an immeasurable depth, and 
the bright sea-green curve above has the appearance of being set into the sky. The tremendous power 
of the Fall, as well as the height, realizes his utmost expectations. He descends to the water's edge and 
embarks in a ferryboat, which tosses like an egg-shell on the heaving and convulsed water, and in a 
minute or two he finds himself in the face of the vast line of the Falls, and sees with surprise that he 
has expended his fullest admiration and astonishment upon a mere thread of Niagara—the 
thousandth part of its wondrous volume and grandeur. . . . The line of the Falls measures three-
quarters of a mile in length; and it is this immense extent which, more than any other feature, takes 
the traveler by surprise. The current at the ferry sets very strongly down, and the athletic men who are 
employed here keep the boat up against it with difficulty. Arrived near the opposite landing, however, 
there is a slight counter-current, and the large rocks near the shore serve as a breakwater, behind 
which the boat runs smoothly to her moorings."14 
 

 The crossing took only ten to fifteen minutes. To tourists, the 1200-foot passage seemed short, and landing on 
the Canadian side was almost anticlimactic.  “The ladies become alarmed; but they hardly have time to inquire if there is 
not danger, before the dashing of the waves has ceased, the boat glides smoothly over subdued and dead swells, and 
soon reaches the Canada shore,” wrote Samuel DeVeaux. 15 “Ere you are aware,” wrote Lydia Sigourney, “the little boat 
runs smoothly to her haven, and you stand on the Canadian shore.”16 Several artists’ views show the Canadian landing. 
A winding trail, about 300 feet long, led visitors up to the Clifton House on the Canadian side.  
 
 

 
“Falls of Niagara, from the Canadian Side,” after W.H. Bartlett 

New York and Hartford: Kellogg and Comstock, 1848-50. 
purple.niagara.edu/cam/Niagara/impr1841.html 

 
                                                             
14 Appleton’s Handbook of American Travel: Northern and Eastern Tour (New York: D. Appleton, 1873), 69-74. 
http://www.google.com/books?pg=PA70&id=LpILAAAAIAAJ#v=onepage&q&f=false.  
15 Samuel DeVeaux, The Falls of Niagara, or tourist’s guide to his wonder of nature (Buffalo: William B. Hayden, 1839), 134. 

16 James Stuart, Three Years in North America. 3d ed. Edinburgh: Whittaker and Co., 1833). Quoted in Charles Mason 
Dow, Anthology and Bibliography 1921,Vol. II, 1204-05; Mrs. Lydia H. Sigourney, “Niagara.” In Barham, William, 
Descriptions of Niagara: Selected from Various Travellers (Gravesend, n.d., 111-117), quoted in Charles Mason Dow, Anthology 
and Bibliography 1921,Vol. II, 716-17. 

 



 

 
August Kollner, “General View,” Views of American Cities (New York and Paris:  

Goupil, Vibert, and Company, 1849-51). 
purple.niagara.edu/cam/Niagara/impr1841.html 

 

 
Canadian landing, from American side, August 2011 

 
In 1845, an inclined plane was added, paralleling the stairs. This was a cable railway, operated by water power, with two 
trams—one going up and one going down—riding on rails, counterbalancing each other on the steep slope. 17 

                                                             
17 Charles Mason Dow, Anthology and Bibliography of Niagara Falls (1925), I: 396.  



 
Hippolyte Sebron, “Les Chutes de Niagara: Vue Generale,”  

(New York: Paris, London, and Berlin: Goupil and Company, 1852),  
showing the Canadian landing and the inclined plane on the U.S. side. 

 

 
Godfrey N. Frankenstein, “Niagara Falls,” (Philadelphia: E. Ferret, 1853) 

created this image, showing the small building at the top of the inclined plane, as part of his large panorama of Niagara 
Falls, which he would unscroll for audiences. 

purple.niagara.edu/cam/Niagara/impr1841.html. 
 



 
"Niagara Falls From Near Top Of Ferry Road," (Buffalo: Charles Grebner, 1854-60),  

showing the inclined plane at left. 
purple.niagara.edu/cam/Niagara/images/pnia267.jpg 

 

 
“The American Fall from half way down the inclined plane” (1860-1875?) 

New York Public Library Digital Gallery 
http://digitalgallery.nypl.org/nypldigital/dgkeysearchdetail.cfm?trg=1&strucID=723986&imageID=G90F413_009F&to
tal=1868&num=1800&word=Waterfalls%20%2D%2D%20New%20York%20%28State%29&s=3&notword=&d=&c

=&f=2&k=3&lWord=&lField=&sScope=&sLevel=&sLabel=&imgs=20&pos=1816&e=r 
 



 
Charles Bierstadt, “Inclined Railway, Looking Up,” 

Niagara Falls Heritage Foundation Collection 
Niagara Falls (Ontario) Public Library 

This is most likely not the one at the base of the American Falls, but it does give a sense 
of the size and type of transportation. 

 
Discussion: Many people who escaped from slavery took this dramatic ferry crossing. A fifteen-minute ride through 
heavy mist and spray, with the huge waterfall towering over them, must have seemed like a rebirth, the beginning of a 
new life in freedom.  
 Well-documented cases of people who used this staircase and ferry to escape to Canada include that of Nancy 
Berry, Patrick Sneed, Martha, and John Morrison, waiter, who was an Underground Railroad agent from the Cataract 
Hotel. 
 In August 1853, two dramatic and well-documented incidents involving the ferry disrupted the normal carefree 
holiday atmosphere of Niagara Falls. Both were extensively reported in newspapers across the U.S. and Canada.  
 One was the unsuccessful escape of Patrick Sneed. For a detailed discussion of this, see the description under 
the Cataract House.  
 The second involved a young woman named Martha. Like almost all documented escapes from Niagara Falls, 
this one involved the help of hotel waiters. The story is best told in a newspaper article that appeared first in the 
Cincinnati Christian Press and was reprinted on August 18, 1853, in the Hamilton (Ontario) Gazette and the Toronto 
Weekly North American and on August 30, 1853 in the Norwalk (Ohio) Reflector:  
 

A gentleman of our acquaintance related to us the following, which took place under his own eyes at 
Niagara: -- He was standing on the steps of one of the principal hotels there, when carriage drove up, 
containing a Southerner and his party. In front of the hotel stood a mulatto woman, talking with her 
husband, while several colored waiters were busy with their various duties. As the man stepped from 
the carriage, his eye met that of the woman, and on both sides there was an instant recognition.  He 
advanced towards here with the salutation, "How do you do, Martha?" extending his hand. She shrank 
back, fearing if she took the proffered hand she would be detained by its grasp. He pressed towards 
her, while she retreated, and finally turned and ran. The Southerner then howled out that he would 
give a hundred dollars to any one who would arrest her. Several were brutal enough to start like 
hounds in pursuit, But her husband sprang to her side, and the waiters interposed between them and 
the pursuers, and all rushed towards the river. The woman outran them all, even the husband, and 
plunged down the ferry stairs by hops instead of steps. A single boat lay there, while she could not 
push it off. In a moment her friends were at her side again, while the pursuers were hurrying down the 
steps. She sprang into the stern of the boat, followed by her husband, others seized a handspike and 
applied it to the boat. It moved, and as several hands were reached out to seize it, it glided just beyond 
them. An instant more, and they were afloat upon the broad river, and sent up a glad and defiant 



hurrah, which was heard above the roar of the cataract. They reached in safety a soil which is truly 
free. 18  

 
 For a year or two before 1860, W.O. Buchanan, then proprietor of the Maid of the Mist, landed not only at the 
original landing at Suspension Bridge and at the ferry dock on the Canadian side but also at the ferry dock at the base of 
the Falls.19 When Nancy Berry escaped from the ferry dock, she most likely did so about 1859, since she mentioned 
taking a ferryboat “enveloped in a gigantic wreath of black smoke.” Berry’s mother had told her not to return to slavery 
in St. Louis, and she took her mother’s advice.  
 When her master and mistress brought her to Niagara Falls, one of the hotel waiters helped her escape. 
Ultimately, she simply walked to the ferry and took it across the river. So easy was her passage that we can wonder if her 
mistress arranged free time for her to find her way to freedom. In her own words, Nancy Berry told the story:  
 

 In the morning, Mr. and Mrs. Cox went for a drive, telling me that I could have the day to do as I 
pleased. The shores of Canada had been tantalizing my longing gaze for some days, and I was bound 
to reach there long before my mistress returned. So I locked up Mrs. Cox's trunk and put the key 
under the pillow, where I was sure she would find it, and I made a strike for freedom! A servant in the 
hotel gave me all necessary information and even assisted me in getting away. Some kind of a festival 
was going on, and a large crowd was marching from the rink to the river, headed by a band of music. 
In such a motley throng I was unnoticed, but was trembling with fear of being detected. It seemed an 
age before the ferry boat arrived, which at last appeared, enveloped in a gigantic wreath of black 
smoke. Hastily I embarked, and as the boat stole away into the misty twilight and among crushing 
fields of ice, though the air was chill and gloomy, I felt the warmth of freedom as I neared the Canada 
shore.20  

 
 Berry landed and found a friend of her mother’s, who helped her find work. She married a “prosperous 
farmer,” moved to Toronto, where she had several children.  
 One of the waiters who frequently helped people escape from slavery (and who may well have helped Martha) 
was John Morrison, who by 1859 was headwaiter at the Cataract House. Morrison had been in Niagara Falls at least 
since 1846, and he regularly ferried people across the river. In October 1859, a young woman named Rachael Smith 
registered at the Cataract Hotel. John Morrison saw her name in the hotel register and introduced himself. Did she know 
a man name Joseph Smith in Pennylvania? he asked. When she replied that Joseph Smith was her father, Morrison said,  
"I would like to tell you about the poor fugitives I ferry across the river. Many of them tell me that the first place they 
came to in Pennsylvania was Joseph Smith's. I frequently see them when I visit my parents at Lundy's Lane. Many of 
them have nice little homes and are doing well." For two of the nights that Rachel Smith stayed at the Cataract House, 
John Morrison ferried people across the river. (For more on Morrison, see the Cataract Hotel.)21 
 Even after completion of the Suspension Bridge at Bellevue, this ferry route remained a major crossing point 
for people escaping from slavery, aided consistently by African Americans who worked in the major hotels.  
 
 

                                                             
18 Weekly North American (Toronto), August 18, 1853 [from Cincinnati Christian Press; also published in the 
Hamilton (Canada) Gazette of the same day and the Norwalk, Ohio Reflector on August 30, 1853. Thanks to 
Christopher Densmore for finding these materials.  

19 “The Maid,” Niagara Falls Gazette, June 2, 1860, Niagara Falls Public Library.  

20 Lucy A. Delaney, From the Darkness Cometh Light or Struggles for Freedom (St. Louis: J.T. Smith, 189?), 17-18, 
docsouth.edu. 

21 Robert C. Smedley, History of the Underground railroad in Chester and the Neighboring Counties of Pennsylvania  (Philadelphia: 
Office of the Journal, 1883) 227 ff, 
http://books.google.com/books?printsec=frontcover&dq=%22Joseph%20Smith%22%20Lancaster%20Quaker%20Pe
nnsylvania&ei=ytdTTqnND8qdgQe7-aU5&ct=result&id=hzYOAAAAIAAJ&output=text&pg=PA227. 


