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Many sets of stone stairs allow hikers to
move up and down between zones in the park.
Rocks tower on either side.
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D

escending down steel stairs into the
Niagara Glen Nature Reserve, locally
known only as “The Glen” quickly evokes
the illusion that you have stepped back
into the Stone Age. Steel stairs become stone stairs
and soon you are ducking your head to squeeze
through a cave-like opening in the rocks. As you
step out into the opening you are surrounded by
huge angular boulders leaning this way and that
as though they had been tossed by an enormous
hand. Despite the park’s geological youth, it’s
easy to imagine T-Rex stepping out from behind a
boulder and eying you as a snack.
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A typical trail along the Niagara River, in Foster Flats. In the fall, brilliant Carolinian forest covers the park.

T

he Glen is located
on the east side of
the Niagara Parkway
about five km south
of Queenston Heights Park
or three km north of the
Whirlpool Aero Car. It is
made of three distinct zones
as you move down toward
the river. The upper level
is called Wintergreen Flats
which was at one time the
Niagara River bed leading
up to the brink of the Falls.
This section is very flat and
is set up for, and well used
as, a picnic area. Standing at
the fenced edge of the flats
you have a breathtaking view
of the Niagara Gorge and
the lower park since you are
actually standing on what was
the brink of Niagara Falls.
The middle section is
called Wilson Terrace named

after James Wilson, the first
superintendent of Niagara
Parks and instrumental in
preserving the Glen. It is the
steepest and most physically
demanding to hike. This area
is where most of the massive
boulders, some the size of
a house, reside, which have
fallen from Wintergreen
Flats. Some of the boulders
had continued their travels
into the river bed creating
the intense Devil’s Hole
Rapids. In this area you will
also discover giant potholes
carved through solid rock
and huge mushroom-shaped
rocks called sea-lilies. It is
believed the potholes were
formed by small, very hard
pebbles trapped in a small
depression in the rock
beneath the Falls and spun
so rapidly that they carved

26 Niagara Escarpment Views • autumn 2019

these holes. Sea-lilies are large
limestone boulders having
their bases eroded by the
violent rapids below the Falls.

Old Growth
The lower section, Foster
Flats, is named after a hermit
known only as Mr. Foster,
who lived in this area and was
given permission to build a
saw mill and harvest some of
the trees and float his lumber
downriver to Queenston for
sale. This section butts up
against the river and runs
back from the 35-ft river bank.
It is relatively flat and home
to some of the oldest and
tallest tulip trees in Canada
at 225 years old and 135 ft
tall. Scattered throughout
the area are old-growth
cedar trees that have been
studied so closely that they

have been given descriptive
names like Elephant Trunk
Cedar, 175 years, and Sitting
Arm Cedar, 218 years. The
oldest is Medusa Cedar at 316
years old and having a trunk
diameter of only 14 inches.
There are a reported 691
ancient cedars on the Ontario
side of the Niagara Gorge.
Within these lower two
natural sections of the park,
there is a series of stone trails
zigzagging up and down stone
stairs with spectacular views
of the prehistoric landscape
at every turn. The River Trail
follows along the river bank
where you can be mesmerized
by the violent action of the
Devil’s Hole Rapids. For
the record, the water of the
Niagara travels at 40 kms
per hour and the flow rate
of the river averages around

The path and stairs wind
through the enormous boulders
on Wilson Terrace. This passage
requires you to duck low.

Wilson Terrace has a number of these
potholes, many of which are large and
are favourites for photography. They were
formed by water.
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The “Elephant Trunk” cedar, thought to be more-than 175 years old, is one of the more interesting of the more-than
600 old cedars found in the park. The eight-to-10-inch diameter of the tree trunk does little to reveal the tree’s age

5,210,600 litres per second.
Roughly two km north
of the park is the Niagara
Whirlpool which can be
accessed either via a secondary
trail leading out of the Glen
along the river or directly
down a long set of stairs
leading from a small parking
area on the Niagara Parkway.

Unique Geology
The Glen is a unique place
with a colourful geological
history as hinted at
above. This history started
approximately 12,000 years
ago when the third version
of the Wisconsin Glacier,
which covered most of this

area with a sheet of ice
between two and three km
thick, started to melt and
recede. The meltwater initially
formed five rivers all headed
east following various routes
toward the ocean. As the
glacier receded and the land
beneath started its isostatic
rebound, all of the rivers were
cut off except the mighty
Niagara. Isostatic rebound,
also called post-glacial
rebound, is the decompression
or rise of a land mass once
the huge weight of glacial ice
sheets have been removed
after a glacier recedes. The
original Falls tumbled over
the Niagara Escarpment
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at Queenston in an area
called Roy Terrace after Roy
Spencer who determined
the origin of the Falls.
The Falls began its steady
erosion south through the soft
limestone creating the Niagara
Gorge until about 10,500 years
ago. At this time there were a
number of geological effects
including changes to the
glacier’s retreats and advances
plus the rebounding land
that caused the meltwaters
to reroute again through
northern Ontario. For the
next 5,000 years the Niagara
River was reduced to 10
per cent of its flow and the
much-reduced Falls were

stalled at what is now called
the Glen. It was that period
of steady flow that sculpted
the Glen that we enjoy today.
The Glen contains many
botanical and geological
points of interest. There
are numerous large fossils
of Trilobites thought to be
extinct for 250 million years
that can be spotted along
the paths, sometimes visible
in stone stairs you may be
climbing. There are hundreds
of examples of trees versus
rocks where the trees refuse
to give up their right to live
and envelop the rocks with
their roots creating abstract
art. Some species, less

A typical “sea-lily” rock found below Wilson Terrace. The
bases of these rocks were eroded by the violent rapids at that
time, creating the unusual mushroom shapes.
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This may be the “Medusa” cedar, which is more than
300 years old. This is an excellent example of rock versus
tree, and clearly, the tree does not give up easily.

St. Catharine, Niagara-on-the-Lake,
Niagara Falls
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common to this area, can be
found in the park: Chinkapin
Oak, Butternut Hickory, Hop
Hornbeam and Sassafras.
Through all seasons the
landscape is softened by
carpets of moss and of course
the fall colours of the Niagara
Gorge are spectacular. Every
trip to the Glen is a different
adventure and we always
discover something new. I
wouldn’t think of hiking the
area without my camera.
Art Weaver’s last article for
Niagara Escarpment Views
was “Searching for the Elusive
Slime Mould,” Autumn 2018.

Another example of the beautiful autumn colours
of the park is here at the lower end of the “Devil’s
Hole” rapids. Water here travels at 45 kms/hr.
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Cripp’s Eddy is a small bay off the Niagara River at the south edge of the park
and is a favourite spot for Blue Herons and human fishers. A swim in the Eddy on
a hot day is very refreshing but even strong swimmers should never challenge the
pull of the powerful river just a few strokes away.

This Trilobite fossil, about 10
inches long, was found in the
Foster Flats zone beside
a set of stairs
following
the river
trail.
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