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Proposed tour through black history
‘would shed light on little-known past

% By LORI CULBERT .
_Review staff writer .

FORT ERIE Plans are bemg
completed for a car and bus tour of
Fort Erie’s black history sites.

April Noake, a history student at
Brock University, has spent the
‘summer verifying about 20 19th cen-
- tury landmarks and plotting them
on a map.

Town hall and regional council
are in deliberations with the prov-
ince to make the 60 km route an offi-
cial bus and car tour, Ms. Noake
saxd ; :

Exmng the Queen Elizabeth Way
at Netherby Road, the proposed
route’s first stop is the Black Creek

- Tavern which was allegedly once a .

safe house

“There was a’ tunne] in the foun-.'
dation to hide the: slaves i Ms ;

Noake explained.

Then tourists wouid wsnt a former :
shlppmg yard which is now the Ni-

agara'Parks Marina on Nlagara"

Blvd.

“Slaves used to work there They '

came into the shipping yard (from.
New York) h:dmg in the boats " she
sald ‘,. ‘;_"-' pis

The trek mms onto Thompsonf
Road where, just past the modern

day Sports Complex, the farm of
John Riselay.used to be in the mld‘ :

. 1800s.

Josiah Henson the non-f ctlonal
hero in Harriet Beecher Stowe's
novel Uncle Tom’s Cabm worked
on this farm for abouta year

- At end of Phlpps S_treet sits
Bertie ‘Hall, now the Dolls House
Gallery It was reputed to have an
underground tunnel — which has
never been found — used for smug-
gling slaves.

Black people are included in the
19th century marital and burial re-
cords of St. Paul's Anglican Church
on Niagara Boulevard, the next stop

Review Graphic - Grant Smith

The prop_'osed tour of historically important sites related to the involve-
ment of black people in Fort Erie’s history could take this route.

on the tour.

“The minister performed the
services...but no (blacks) were ac-
tually buried in St. Paul's ceme-

' _tery,” Ms. Noake said.

The now defunct Bertie SS#1

-school, which had several black stu-
‘dents in the late 1800s, is still nestled

on John Street.

The ancient stone foundation
building, dubbed the Alley School,
was attended by children from the
Bertie Hill Settlement which bor-
dered Murray, John and High

"streets.:

The former British Methodist
Episcopal Church on Murray
Street, which is now a private
home, would be the next stop on the
tour. The church’s congregation
was almost exclusively black, Ms.
Lee said.

The route would also include the
Old Fort on Lakeshc==<Bgad be-

cause blacks fought in the War of
1812 and the site of the former
Snake  Hill settlement, which
stretched from Helena Street to
Bardol Avenue.

The now defunct Erie Beach Ho-
tel, located close to the modern day
Waverly Hotel on Helena Street,
was a landmark because meetings

-held there that led to the formation

of what is now known as the Na-
tional Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People (NAACP).

Detouring slightly, the route dips
to the end of Windmill Point Road
where a man allegedly smuggled
slaves into Canada on a wagon.

Rumors say Benjamin Baker
hauled wagons of people, hidden un-
der loads of grain, from his New
York farm across the frozen lake.
Mr. Baker maintained he was tak-
ing his grain to Canada to be
ground, but apparently the crop al-
ways returned much flatter and un-

processed.

Visitors would also dnve past the
approximate location of the Charles
Hibbard farm near Erie Road. ‘

Josiah Henson's name pops up
again here. He worked on this prop-
erty for three years before moving
to the Riselay farm, Ms. Noake
said.

Next stop would be the “Colored”
Cemetery on Curtis Road in which
six members of the black Russell
family were buried, Bertie Town-
ship census records for 1851 and
1861 show.

Finally, Miller Avenue lined the
Little Africa settlement in which
about 200 former slaves lived and
forested until demand for wood de-
clined near the turn of the century.

“There are records of slave own- |

ers trying to capture black people to
bring back south, but a black couple

-from Little Africa legally fought to

stay and won in the Supreme Court
of Canada,”” Ms. Noake said.

Canadian laws were altered to en-
sure all slaves who escaped to Brit-
ish soil could remain free.

The town’s economic devel-
opment officer, Glenn Walker, said
an official map of the route and ac-
companying tour books will even-
tually be completed. He estimated
bus companies would not be: offer-
ing tours until mid-1993 at the ear-
liest.

Mr. Walker plans to install hlS-
toric markers at the sites for people
on private driving tours.

Provincial and regional govem—
ments are interested in pursuing the
tour because rediscovering black
history is ‘““one of the only ‘growing
areas of tourism,” Mr. Walker said.

Fort Erie is the first municipality
in the Niagara Region to hire a stu-
dent to investigate its black history,
but landmarks have been recog-
nized in St. Catharines, Niagara-on-
the-Lake and Niagara Falls.
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~ Slave re fuge, war houstel for sale

by Margaret E. Teal

Reaching back into the past, Uf
only for a brief span of time,
brings a sense of renewed pur-
pose to the uncertainity of life as
we know it today.

Through stories and legends
and tales handed down and
through reading of customs and
manners of other bygone days we
are led to believe life was better
then, and held a security which
seems to have vanished in the
rush of today's world. Viewed
from a distance, of time, life in

yesterday's world holds a certain
enchantment.

Such is the feeling one ex-
periences on a vizit to one of Fort
Erie's oldest dwellings. Built in
1828 along the Niagara River, in
a landscaped setting of trees and
shrubbery, it gives a lift to those
of us viewing it.

The f{eeling of awe and ap-
preciation deepens as one ap-
proaches the clasxical entrance
between the white pillars
reminding one of an ancient
Greex temple portico, in the
Doric tradition, a style of ar-
chitecture popular at the time of
the constructon, of what is now
mown as Berte Hall,

Bullt by William Forsythe, a
Scozman and inn keeper from
Niagara Falls, Ontario, as a
family home, it is constructed of
stone and bricks, the bricks being
nauled by horse and wagon from
Hamilton. The deep cellar is
hewn out of solid rock.

Named for Sir Peregrine
Bertie, who supported the
passing of the Canada Bill in the
House of Lords, May 30, 1791, it is
listed in the Canada Book of
Architecture as an outstanding
example of colonial structure.

Entering the building one is
impressed by the winding
staircase leading from the large
hall to the second floor. Double
parlours with high cellings,
splendid wood trim, and doors,
open off the hall. Each parlour,
the master bedroom, and one
other room, no doubt the guest
room, have a black Italian
marhle fireplace, adding to the
general elegant decor within this
home, which has become a
historical landmark to the
residents of old Fort Erie.

The very large paned windows
afford a wonderful view of the
river, especially from the upper
floor. A narrow staircase leads to
the attc, and a similar steep
stairway leads down into the
massive cellar with its many
partitions and rooms of stone and
brick. Many stories are told of
this mammoth lower floor cut out

of the solid stone, supposedly
baving a tunnel leading Into it
from the river.

With the strong current in the
water at this juncture, it is most
likely the tunnel, not as yet
discovered, was a secret
passageway, beneath or ad-
Joining the basement, for use in
time of danger, or possihly to
hide slaves escaping from across
thbe border to freedom from
slavery, under English rule.

The tunnel remaing hidden, but
it is known that'a ‘resident in the
bome, many years ago, related
how she had overheard the
master of the house, telling his
daughter not to go in the tunnel.

Mrs. Ralph Rehm of
Ridgemount says her grand-
father, Albert Danner, always
saidhehad been in the tunnel and
that it came in from the river.
Evidently, it was used during the
Fenian Raids. Fenian Raiders
were unaware of the tunnel’s
-existence although they occupied
the house.

During the siege of Fart Erie in
1868 by the Fenian Raiders, the
home was commandeered by

T Iy
enemy soldiers for
and the children were for
stay (n the cellar.

In this year also, the Py
Wales, later Edward V1
entertained, and spent the
during his visit to the co
One can imagine what a
occasion must have ensuec
fine ladies and gentlemen,
splendid evening apparel
times. ‘

At one time it is unde
there was more land th
present. Here again ont
picture gardens and flelds t
the house, with a carriage |
and a barn, with splendid |
and livery.

Slaves hidden in the barn
have stirred at the sound of
barking, or a horse o
restlessly in its stall, thank
a resting place, on their lor
fearful journey from the

Now up for sale, this hous:
all of its tales and men
must not be destroyed or alt:
If possible the citizens of i«
should find a way to preser
as a part of history.

“Bertie Hall bullt by William Forsythe ...

T

'nuﬁemmmmnmry Fort Erie has a and mysterions History having be
Wmm&w?&mmhm&mmmmr

on tarminus and
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ByCHARLES DAVILES

FORT ERIE — William Forsyth,
the builder of Bertie [Hall, was con-
stantly involved in controversy and
litigatior. before he came to this
commucity,

Disliked by his neighbours at
Niagarz Falls he was the subject of
rumor &nd inneundo that “hung
over his head like the mist over the
falls"' but to this day the accusa-
tions rersain T ted.
\F¥EREWas he gatr ol James.and-.
M%“rymtnygi_su}who?m&ﬂ
with \'{ trsettiean:
rhewtﬂsiﬂe't?;?hle e:?éggrii’m-l.n_}.;

William lived on the family farm
in Slameford Township until 1796
when he {irst petitioned for land as
2 membszr of a Loyalist family.

In 179 he was described by,
historiac Robert L. Fraser as 2
veoman. a small landewner and
farmer of the middle class. Al this
lime he came inlo conflict with the
law, stacding trial for a felony.

After winning an acquittal he
wasarrested again on March? and

jailed for a capital offence, In a
daring escape he tried to make his
way to tne United States but was
apprehended and returned to
prison. He appealed to Ad-
ministrzior Peter Russell to ‘set
him free on condition that he would
“banish himself'’. Russell could
not make a decision regarding pro-
secution. there were ‘‘so many
questiors of Prudence, Policy and
Law." After several months the
matter was dropped.

THE PAVILION

Forsyib had acquired prime land
pext to the Horsehoe Falls and
there be built the Pavilion Hotel in
1822, 1l =as a large frame structure
three stories in height with piazzas
on each side. Described as a splen-
did estzblishment, ‘‘unequalled in
this pew country,” it was the
fashionzble place for noblemen and
gentiemen to visit. '

Forsyth's location at Table Rock
was the best for visitors wishing to
gain a close look at the cataract
which was only yards away, a short
walk through a wooded. area. A
stairway led down fnto the gorge;
at the bottom he co
behind the Horsehoe Falls. For 50
cents visitors were outfitted with
Dunstible hats, shoes, frocks and
waxed pantaloons. Everything
possible was dooe o add to the
comfort of his guests,

Lonitoversy tolivowed
Willia

Somelimes

many enterprises including daily
stage runs lo Bulfalo and Niagara-
on-the-Lake, a ferry service across
the lower river, and the rental of
carriages and post-horses.

“THE OUTRAGE"

Forsyth was determined to hold
his position as leading en-
trepreneur at the Falls; everything
possible was done to eliminate
compelition. Steps were taken to
prevent Americans {rom operating
stage lines and ferries to the United
States.

etition for iourist
intens S
ark amuel Street wer

ferry below the falls in 1825 Forsyth

w -
l%glmﬂ ;f their boats in -
ﬁ__ﬁ.and-thestairway to thetr Tan-
1n

g wasdamaged in 1827, -
Between Forsyth's hotel and the
edge of the gorge was a narrow
strip of 1and, 66 feet wide, referred

.lo as the chain reserve or military

reserve. Although be had no right
to do so, Forsyth tried to stop other
operalors [rom using il. When
neighbor John Brown built a plank
road on a reserve and a stairway lo

the gorge_Forsyth constructed a
fence tmm—w :

" of the gorge denyiee access to al
biit hisewn clients,
Cl Br

clark encouraged Brown to take
the matter to the authorities on
grounds that Forsyth "had no right
to put the fence where he did." Lt.
Governor Maitland sent Capt.
George Phillpotts of the Royal
Engineers to assess the situation.
“The. Gulrage®, as il bécamé
known, occurred wben Maitland
ordered Phillpotts to tear down the
fence afler determining Lthat Il was
onmilitary land. ]

‘Cries came from many quarters
claiming that the matter should
have been settled in the courts, not
by military force. Willilam Lyon
Mackenzie condemned the action
in his paper. i

Mackenzie had Joseph Hume
ralse the issue in Parliament in

m Forsyt

1832, bul Forsyth, claiming he
"been harrassed by Law, injur
by Government, persecuted for !
sake of hls properly and emb
rassed in his business'’ decided
sell his holdings. Land, 407 acr
and buildings were deeded to Cl:
and Street for 10,250 Pounds Ste
ing, a small fortune at that tir.
However, he continued to

}'.‘Iﬂ!;‘r,-'n‘ﬂ'r'la-_--i"'..-' S Tl
i :

same year that he made
rangements to start the constr
tion of Bertie Hall. It is clear U
he wanted to leave all the ¢
troversy behind and settle on

upper Niagara as a gentlem
farmer in Berlic Township. (
question remains - Did he !
quictly In his new mansion or dic
become involved in other mor
making pursuits?




Forsyth family lived
at Bertie Hal,

By CHARLESDAVIES

FORT FRIR Jane Forsyth
looked oul of her window at the con-
slantly changing waters of the
Niagara: mallards and rednecks
bobbed about and drifted along
with the current, occasionally turn-
ing lail upwards to scavenge for
food beneath the surface. The big
front bedroom at Bertie Hall was
“her room'* and from it, beyond the
rarrow stretch of water, she could
see smoke rising from the chimney
pots at Black Rock on the opposite
shore.

William Forsyth, at age 62, tired
of the endless conflict with
neighbors and authorities at
Niagara Falls over land rights,
sold off his holdings and left the
Pavilion Hotel at Table Rock in
December of . This w
same vear Lbat] %&ﬂﬁ
authorities to remove stone from
AT SNOTE of Lake Erje to build a
foundation for his home. Allowing
{7 construction Lime it is likely
that he moved into the new building
in the mid 1830's, using other
Quarters until it was ready for oc-
cupancy.

The pillared house was a man-
sion compared to others of the
period in Bertie Township. It was a
symbol of wealth that generated
much talk among the less affluent
and raised speculation about his
source of income. The old rumors
and innuendo that plagued him
over the years at the Falls were not
forgotten; they continued to rest on
his doarstep.

LARGLE IFAMILY

Villiam Forsyth married twice
and fathered 19 children. His first
marriage to' his -cousln, Mary
Ackler, produced 10 children and
his second marriage Lo Jane gave
him nine more. .

Those born between 1801 and 1828
were: William Jr., Nelson, Coll-
ingwood, Sophronia, Samuel, Bet-
5y, Melissa, Isaac Brock, and
Rodoey. Haying .only two large
bedrooms on the second floor, Ber-
tie Hall could not accommodate the
entire family; some of the children
were married with of their-
own'at the time of therove’

"NELSON FORSYTH

Mos! prominent in local affairs

was Nelson ] ed
. n;; both had streets
ln Fort Erle -named- aftar. them.

TGy LR
r&’mrw%" A

la n & m A s 4
. in {Tfe 1871 census he is listed as a

“trader’’ but, following in his
father's footsteps, he was inyalyed
‘bempperated”“the” Forsyth. "Hot
daﬁﬂlled'mﬁnglo’ﬁi ericany;
ran a private bank for a time, and
worked in the ferry business as Col.
Kerby's assistant. He served three
ierms as reeve of the village - 1863 -
1365, 1875 - 1877 and 1883 - 1884 and
was a Justice of the Peace.

After a disagreement with Col.

t the*footof’
‘n&ar pertie Hall. Kerby, as Collec
tor of Customs, insisted that all fer-
ries land at his own facility so that
he could check cargo and assess

cuty. Forsyth, along with other -

operators, Lewis and Mackenzie,
refused to comply with his orders.
The Collector was constantly
plagued by such actions and by his
inability, even with the aid of
several deputies, to control the
passage of goods across the border.
ingwasac '

ISAACBROCK .. .
lsaac-‘Bmk,"l':'suﬂly_“t_‘éfmd*‘_"‘. jfg
as. Brock; Jived ‘at'Bertie Hali*ang

magaged the {arm 6} his mother”
: lm"%ﬁ' Lather diedat Age 3y l.ni: Everett as she was called, l2id ¢

‘118417 Jane died three years later. In

‘occup
ne house was brief, 1
damage was done and no one w:
injured.-All they took was food_
. . ARESPECTEDLADY

Brock's daughter, Olivia, is st
remembered by some local resi

‘ents as a gentle lady, small
stature, courteous and well-lik:
by all who knew ber. She marri
Patrick Everett and they had fi
children - Alvin, Laura, Florenc
‘Grace and Ernest. :

In her later vears she lived wi
Laura and Alvin at 14 Highla
Ave. When she died there in 1¢
the next-door neighbor, Beatr;
Davies, was asked to go over a
bathe and dress the body for buri
It was not uncommon in those da
to take care of such-matters
home. This writer, at age four, ¢
remember seeing Olivia. Gran

her will‘she left her bed and bed-/  in the front parlor_of ‘the Ever




=
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home, S
FOLLOWED TRADITION

Olivia's daughter,- Laura Hale,
was like her mother in many ways.
As a widow she managed her
household with confidence and
pride, drove a Model-T in the 1920's
and 30's, a time when most women
were not supposed to be self-
sufficlent, managed her own
finances and hired help to maintain
herlarge home.

The house on Highland Avenue
was a grey frame building on the
style of the early larger farm
houses in the area. It had a double
parlor, two bathrooms, a large kit-
chen with a woodburning stove,
and a summer kitchen at the rear.
A bay window in the second parlour
looked out on a beautiful garden

that Mrs. Hale design d tended
on her own. Like-a park it took up
the space.<T two lots where the

Kirkl2:id and Harvey houses now

staiid. In it she had almost every’

flower that you might name but
took the greatest pride in her roses.
The flowers were meticulously
labelled for the edification of her
visitors.

Al, her brother, was a ship’s cap-
tain operating yachts for wealthy
Americans. In the back yard by the
barn rested a relic of past
endeavours, an old dory similar to
those used as lifeboats on a large
vessel. His interest in the river was
ﬂlnso a carry-over from the Forsyth

e. i

Laura, in her eighties, drifted in-

to senility. Her brother, not ac-

+ customed to managing a house-

hold, sat by the kitchen window

* drinking and listening to his radio.

He falled to buy food or to show any
concern. for his sister's well-being.
In. ber last months she lived on
bread and lard and when
discovered in her second floor
bedroom by a neighbor she was in a
tragic state. She was moved to
Douglas Hospital where she lived
for only a few weeks. Arrange-
ments were made for her brother,
Wwho was beyond caring for himself,
to enter Sunset Haven.

This was a pathetic ending for
two descendants of the Forsyth

family, a family that added to the

colar and history of Fort Erie and
left a monument in Bertie Hall that
will. remain for mnlg ars to

 come.
- NEXT-WEEK: WAS THERE A .

SECRET TUNNEL AT BERTIE

"HALL?

.
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Doe oertie hal, haye

a secret lunne/-:

By CHARLES D 4 VIES pointment of my oy, making for €anada viz the * Undergrung Rai)-
FORTERIE-Itwasadark nighton (e due protection of the Revenue wauy" | zided by People such a5
the River Road. Scant ilumination was mutually rescinded in the Harrijet Tubman, He brings bys.
spilledintermittentlythrough rents month of dec. 1841, as | am pre- ,loads of schoo| children to the house
in the clouds Casting light acrossthe pareq to show, ™ every week during the open seasop.
round white columns of Bertie Hall: SECRET TUNNEL - N 2 study of Black history Rev
fifty yards away it revealed a dark ‘Some people are convinced tha Kern helps the children to under
figure Standing at the top of the there Was a secret tunne) leading stand thejr heritage ang to learn
bank]ooking down on some activity  from the bank of the riyer to the more about the hardships ang
below, casement of Bertje Hall. d

_ routes of &cape used by Blacks in
A musket shoy from the orchard In her book Niagara - Hinge of their j

behind the mansion shattered the s the Golden Arc", Marjorie Free. dom. At the site they Search for
lence. The dark figure lurned asa  map Campbeu States: i i

_ : SIgns of ap opening in the deep cold
Second shot from the Samelocation vy the river’s Span and current basement ang along the river bank.
narrowly missed his head and here promotedi..leg:‘timate enter- en there js the late Albert Dan-
Struck the water beyond him prises, it also inspired more ques- ner of Bertje owhship He claimeg

his was not the first time that tionable Persuits as winess the old that he stood In the tuhne] andsaid
Someone had tried (g take Col. Ker Forsyth Cave, the so-called Smug- that it came UP to the house from
by’s life. As a military man he had - glér's Home, ap extensive under-. e river,

tunne]; ttere is no Verification

transfer of goods across the narrow by the notorigys * Colcne]™ William R i i

Niagara River. Forsyth o; Bertie Hal] » i
Rev. Walter Kern of Buffalo js cop- agara Rjver in 1850 at age

deputy, Orange Schryer, had oneof vinced of the tunne)'s existence. ag- éxact locaron of their dem iseis not

his horses stabbed ang another reeing with others whg Suggest that wn.

: ARC
enforce the Jaw, se" for éscaped slaves Who came to People like 1o believe that there was
Kerby's Surveillance gn the night

! asecret tunne) a¢ Bertie Ha)| Loca]
of the shog INg was an altempt to

confirm his Suspicions regarding
clandestineact:v:ties there. He Wwas R Do oo
Certain of the Forsyth brothers' in. Py p

traband byt Was unable tg appre-

against minor offenders. were on
the side of the Smugglers.

In 1844, in 3 letter to Deputy In.
Spector Genera) Joseph Cary, he
stated, “Mr, N Forsyth* . would
have yoy believe * that the limits of
my Port of Entry exteng from this
(my dock) to his landing place
(near Bertje Hall), which is a ren.
dezvous for Smugglers owning

Students exam

ine the-basement walls of Bertie Hall in search of the leg-
. endery secre| tunnel, - e

.Phote by Chavigs Davieq)



school children have visited the lo-
cation, tapped the basement walls
and scoured the river bank for signs
of a depression that might signal the
existance of a hidden cave. Nothing
of a significant nature was found. In
the basement there is no sign of a
difference in stone or mortar to in-

dicate the sealing of an old opening,

It has been implied that the a)-
leged tunnel was used in two ways-
lo assist escaped slaves and to pro-
vide a safe enclave for smugglers.

Once escaped slaves reached the
shores of Upper Canada they did not
have to hide. After 1793 they were

protected by Lhe Provincial Anti-
Slave Acl. Slave hunters rarely
crossed Lhe border alter thal time
and there were few here who would
consider sending someone hack into
a lile of bondage.

Smuggling, rampant along the
border from Poinl. Abino Lo Black
Creck, was carried oul quile openly.
There was lillle need [or sublerfuge
as the distance was too great for
Kerby and several deputies to pa-
trol effectively.

Reason would suggest that there
was no need for a tunnel at Bertie
Hall; under cover of darkness, con’
traband could be brought up over
the river bank, across the River
Road and into the basement

through an outer cellar door on the
north side of the building.

The stories appear to be pure con-
jecture on the part of theorists. No
charges were cver laid against the
Forsyth brothers and no one has
come forth with definite proof of the
existence of a secret passage.

However, il is an interesting leg-
end, one Lhal conjures up all sorts
of mental images. Curiosity seekers
will continue to probe and ponder

- over the possibility of what might

have been. They may gain some
satisfaction in the search even
though they do not arrive at any
firm conclusions based on physical
or his}orical evidence.
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