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Aside from early Native American settlement of the Niagara and Ontario frontier, the French were the first to explore and settle 
the area in the 1600s. In 1793, most of Western New York was sold to the Holland Land Company. Joseph Ellicott was appointed 
surveyor and resale agent of the purchased land. When laying out the city, Ellicott relied heavily on L’Enfant’s radial street plan 
for Washington D.C. Buffalo’s radial street pattern encouraged larger lots in the outer reaches of the city, which included the First 
Ward along the waterfront. This made the area, which at that time was largely swamp land, more advantageous for the coming 
industrialization

During the early 19th century, there was a growing need to connect the burgeoning interior frontier markets with the 
port cities of New York, Philadelphia and Boston along the East Coast. When elected as governor of New York in 
1817, Dewitt Clinton pushed for the construction of a state-spanning canal to directly link the Great Lakes with the 
Atlantic Ocean. A vitrol debate arose over the location of the canal’s western terminus which pitted the village of 
Black Rock against the village of Buffalo. Through a combination of public and private investment, stakeholders in 
Buffalo were able to make the necessary harbor improvements so that by 1822 the Canal Commission officially 
announced Buffalo as the western terminus. This would radically affect the development of the First Ward.
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In 1842, Joseph Dart, a merchant in Buffalo, along with engineer Robert Dunbar, invented and built the first steam powered grain 
elevator in Buffalo. Dart’s invention of the “marine leg” was the single most important development for the grain industry in the 19th 
century, allowing the automatic unloading of a ship’s hull utilizing a system of conveyors and scoops. Laborers, known as 
“scoopers”, operated the machinery that emptied the holds of freighters, into the silos on the shore, where it could be easily stored 
and transferred on to trains. Rather than reducing the needs of scoopers and other traditional workers, however, the advent of 
steam-powered grain elevators required considerably more labor. The grain elevator industry accelerated the development of the 
First Ward by helping speed up the distribution and storage of grain tenfold.
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In the 1820’s, the first wave of Irish immigrants, chasing the dream of prosperity in America, settled in Buffalo where jobs 
constructing the Erie Canal were plentiful. After the canal’s completion, the Buffalo’s shipping industry steadily grew and 
many Irish gained employment in this field. Buffalo quickly transitioned from a little known outpost to a major player on 
the interior export and coastal import markets. By 1830, a second wave of immigration would bring tens of thousands of 
additional Irish to Buffalo. Employed primarily as seasonal laborers, the Irish were forced to live in close proximity to their 
places of employment. For those who were dockworkers or grain scoopers, this meant setting up residency in the First 
Ward. Even today, these Irish roots are still evident throughhout the neighborhood.

Aside from the transshipment of goods, First Ward industries also began to specialize in the production of iron 
and steel industries. Due to the neighbhorhood’s close proximity to the water, industries that were bounded by 
the constrains of early mechanical power clustered there. The Palmer, Wadsworth, Thompson & Co. Buffalo 
Union Iron Works was formed in 1860 and became the Ward’s first major entry into the iron and steel industry 
employing thousands of local residents. Over the years, a sprawling mill complex spread out over the “Flats” 
to the present site of Katherine Street.

As an important industrial hub, the First Ward experienced tremendous growth during the mid to late 19th century into 
the early 20th century and was the beneficiary of many technological advancements that helped to fuel the city’s 
economic engine. As one of the first neighborhoods in Buffalo to become electrified, the First Ward’s landscape was 
also being reshaped by the advent and widespread use of railroads to move goods and products. By 1900 the 
neighborhood was crisscrossed with miles of tracks and home to countless depots and rail yards. Along with a shifting 
physical environment, the social markup of this largely homogenous Irish enclave was diversifying with waves of 
immigration from Southern and Eastern Europe during the mid 20th century.

In many respects the First Ward acted as an economic barometer for the City of Buffalo, being one of the first 
neighborhoods to industrialize and consequently one of the first neighborhoods to de-industrialize. As waterways and 
the canal system began to be supplanted by railroads and later the interstate highway system as the primary means to 
move goods across the country, the First Ward’s waterfront location no longer proved as attractive to businesses. Also, 
with the opening of the St. Lawrence Seaway in 1959, Buffalo was effectively bypassed all together in the west to east 
shipment of goods and the grain elevators that had once been the lifeblood of a neighborhood stood vacant as industrial 
relics looming over the skyline. 

Even with the exodus of many of its traditional industries and a large percentage of its employment base, the 
First Ward has remained remarkably intact. Unlike other areas of the city that experienced huge population 
loss to the suburbs, residents of the First Ward remained steadfast in their dedication to their community even 
amidst growing economic hardships. In recent years optimism seems to be growing as private and public 
investment can be seen throughout the First Ward. Its waterfront location, once a locus for industrial activity, 
is now being reinvented as a hub for recreation, cultural attractions, and heritage tourism. By paring this 
influx of capital and development with the First Ward’s unique built environment, it is hoped that the 
neighborhood can once again become an economically and socially vibrant urban destination whose 
eclectic nature remains a testament to its historical legacy.
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