














The planned museum will be the region’s second permanent exhibit on the Underground
Railroad. The first opened two years ago in the Castellani Art Museum at Niagara
University.

But in Niagara Falls State Park, daredevils, park luminary Frederick Law Olmsted and
electric engineer Nikola Tesla still get more attention in exhibits and statues than Harriet
Tubman’s work at the suspension bridge.

It may be just the right time to develop the new attraction.

Officials are moving forward with the plans at a time when a nonfiction book on Niagara
Falls that highlights its significance on the Underground Railroad is receiving national
attention.

Ginger Strand, author of “Inventing Niagara, Beauty, Power and Lies,” parallels the pre-
Civil War escapades of tight-rope walker Charles Blondin in Niagara Falls with fugitive
slaves that were escaping to Canada a few miles downriver.

“I think we're just recovering that history,” Strand said last week during a WBFO-FM
“Meet the Author™ series talk. “It’s a difficult time in American history to talk about. It’s
not a very feel good time, whereas stunting, everyone’s always interested in that because
it’s sensational.”

The difficulty in chronicling the story of the Underground Railroad, compared with the
highly publicized antics of Niagara Falls daredevils, is that the long journeys to freedom
for slaves traveling along the metaphorical railroad were supposed to be secret.

There is nothing at the site of the old suspension bridge — long ago replaced by the
Whirlpool Bridge — to denote the clandestine travelers who once crossed there to
freedom.

“It’s like doing the history of bootlegging,” said Mayor Paul

A. Dyster. “It was designed not to leave trails. It’s difficult to interpret for that reason, but
we're trying.”

The museum would be part of an estimated $33 million project to turn the vacant U. 8.
Customs House into a new passenger rail station.

About $2 million in federal transportation money already has been dedicated to restoring
the stone building, and the city has applied for another $306,836 in state grants and
greenway funds for interior work for the interpretive center.

Officials envision that the museum will serve as a type of trail-head that will lead visitors
to a heritage corridor on north Main Street focused on the Underground Railroad. A
proposed park with a Harriet Tubman theme would link the two areas.



Officials also want to create a marker or statute near the base of the Whirlpool Bridge to
denote where the suspension bridge once stood.

The plan would build on 20 years of work by Cottrell and others to develop the region’s
Underground Railroad lore into a niche heritage tourism product that could draw tourists
throughout Western New Work.

Cottrell said people outside the tourism industry often don’t realize that the Whirlpool
Bridge area has already become a pilgrimage for some travelers.

“The Whirlpool Bridge has now become an attraction,” Cottrell said. “It was featured on
the Travel Channel.”

Dyster hopes the interpretive center and rail station will be a focal point for a number of
activities geared toward travelers — whether it’s exploring the Underground Railroad

heritage or fishing in the Niagara River for steelhead.

“We've been saying for years this is a spectacular sight,” Dyster said. “Absolutely
spectacular because of the view from the bridge.”

It’s the same view Tubman was urging her travelers to see more than a century ago as
they traveled north.
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Kevin Cottrell would be the point man.





