By H. T. Holman
The Viewmaker

T

he man worked in haste but with
a certain precision. He stopped in
front of each house and made a few
quick lines in the sketchbook he held,
then strode on to the next building on
the block. Sometimes he would take a
peek behind buildings or stand back to
see how the road curved or how a roofline looked from a slightly different
angle. Strangely, he seemed more interested in buildings facing the harbour, hardly bothering with those
fronting north.
If anyone in the Prince Edward Island
towns of Charlottetown and Summerside had bothered to follow him, they
would have noticed that he walked
every street in the two communities,
and even strolled out into the country to
gaze at some of the rural estates. It is
more likely that, aside from the casual
glances of a few individuals not concerned with more important matters or
the questioning stares of idle boys who
seldom missed anything in their neighbourhoods, no one gave the wandering
sketcher so much as a second glance.
There was nothing remarkable for
Albert Ruger in what he was doing on
that July day in 1878. He had been
doing that kind of thing for over twenty
years. His journey through New England and Nova Scotia and, finally,
across the Northumberland Strait to
Prince Edward Island was simply the
most recent in a series of trips that had
taken him all through the United States
and southern Canada. Ruger was an
artist, and the results of his artistic
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labours — and of those engaged in similar enterprises — were to be found
hanging in front parlors, city halls, and
business offices in thousands of communities throughout 19th century North
America. His specialty was bird's eye
views or, as they were more often titled,
"panoramic views," and the ones he
was preparing for Charlottetown and
Summerside bore many similarities to
hundreds of others being- produced in
the last quarter of the 19th century.

Views for the Times
The bird's eye view was an artistic
device that came into fashion in North
America during the 1850s. Within
twenty years, it had become a fad that
spread to small towns and villages and
from one coast to the other. The views
were immensely popular and before
they slipped from favour in the early
part of the 20th century, panoramic
views had been produced for as many

These views of Summerside (top) and Charlottetown (above), both done around the
same time as the bird's eye views, may be more dramatic than Albert Ruger's
drawings of the two towns, but they are far less informative for the historian.

Albert Ruger's view of Queen's Square shows the same buildings as the title page o/Meacharn's 1880 Atlas but the quality and
detail of the 1878 drawings is evidence of the scale of Ruger's work and the haste with which he had to operate.
as 2,400 communities. Their production
was, in almost all cases, the result of
individual effort and the search for
profit, for each artist had to be a salesman as well. In some larger communities, edition followed edition and the
changes occurring over the years were
readily apparent. While there might be
many different editions for cities, it
would be a long time before the bird's
eye viewmaker might return to a smaller
community once the market had been
satisfied.
Viewmaking was a speculative business. It was unusual that a view would
appear courtesy of a Board of Trade or a
Chamber of Commerce, even in communities where such exotic organizations existed. The viewmaker, like a
travelling salesman, took train and
steamer and sometimes horse and buggy, to discover a community that offered
a market for a panoramic view. It was
the quest for new markets that led the
viewmaker to Prince Edward Island.
In 1878, seeking an untapped territory, Albert Ruger had come up the
coast of Maine, where he sketched and
sold views of eleven communities. From
there he crossed to Nova Scotia, stopping at Yarmouth, then Halifax, Pictou,
and, probably, New Glasgow, before
crossing to the Island. He was not
without competition. The same year
saw Thaddeus M. Fowler, another experienced and talented viewmaker,
travelling through the Annapolis Valley, where he made views of Annapolis
Royal, Digby, Kentville, and Windsor.
In the 1860s, Fowler had acted as an
agent for Ruger. He seems to have
picked up some of the latter's skills, for
the work of the two is similar, and it is
difficult to determine which man did an
1878 view of New Glasgow, Nova Scotia,

although the town seems to have been
closer to Ruger's route than to that
taken by Fowler. Both Ruger and Fowler
published additional views dated 1879,
but it is not clear if these views resulted
from an additional trip to the region or
whether they had been sketched in 1878
but not actually printed until 1879.

Attending to Details
One of the hallmarks of a good panoramic view was its accuracy. To that
end, sketching a town's buildings was
only the beginning of a quite intricate
process. With the shape and layout of
the buildings clearly in mind, Ruger
had to set them down on a street pattern.
Moreover, he had to represent the entire
town on a sheet of relatively small
dimensions. In the case of both Sumnerside and Charlottetown, he had one
advantage in that the streets followed a
basic grid pattern (though in parts of
Summerside and north of Euston Street
in Charlottetown the grid deteriorated).
A town such as New Glasgow or Pictou,
where the grid pattern was less complete, posed a greater problem.
The panoramic vistas of both Island
towns were drawn from an imaginary
viewing point hundreds of feet above
the harbour to the southeast of the
town. In both Summerside and Charlottetown, this vantage point permitted
the countryside to roll off the horizon
and allowed Ruger to feature some of
the handsome rural residences located
nearby, such as Inkerman House and
Westwood.
Ruger used two vanishing points in
his views, but he took considerable liberty with perspective in order to give

almost as much space to buildings on
the northern edge of town as he did to
those nearest the viewer. If true perspective had been used, Summerside's
new public school at the head of Summer
Street would be much smaller than
shown. As it is, the two-storey school is
larger than the three-storey railway
station in the foreground of the picture.
Aside from this relaxation of the rules
of perspective, the bird's eye views are
remarkably accurate. The buildings'
small sizes prevent much detail being
shown and Ruger was not as painstaking as some of his fellow artists. Nevertheless, comparison with surviving
structures and with contemporary photographs of some that are no longer extant, reveal that in general the buildings are accurately portrayed. Rooflines
are correct, the number of windows and
their placement is accurate, outbuildings are shown in sufficient detail to
reflect the location and form of the
originals, and streets run true.
Using as a basis the layout of the
streets, Ruger prepared a sketch, showing the panoramic view as it would
appear in the final, printed form. The
sketch also included embellishments
intended to convey the impression of
bustle and prosperity. The tiny figures
of horses, carts, and individuals dot the
streets of the two towns. Ruger has
included over fifty vessels in Charlottetown Harbour or tied to the city's
wharves; almost as many can be counted
on the Summerside waterfront. (The
steamer Prince of Wales appears in
both views.) Both views also include
ample evidence of the quintessential
mark of 19th century success: plumes of
thick black smoke rising from local
businesses. This is more evident in
industrial Charlottetown, where the
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smoke from the railway yards, the gas
works, foundries, tanneries, breweries,
and sash and door factories proudly
pollutes the atmosphere. Prominently
featured in the foreground of the Charlottetown view is yet another sign of
progress, the railway locomotives and
cars of the five-year-old Prince Edward
Island Railway.
After making a good, clear, inked
copy of his view, the artist placed it on
public exhibition. This was done with
two purposes in mind. The first of these
no doubt was to encourage sales, but a
second benefit was to eliminate errors
that may have crept into the drawing
owing to unfamiliarity with the town or
the speed with which the sketching
must have proceeded. Such was apparently not the case with the Charlottetown view; the Daily Examiner exclaimed that Ruger had, "with unwearied
patience shown the whole city; . . .
located every building so exactly that
every citizen can pick out his own place.
Streets, railways, streams, public and
private buildings seem to be quite
correct."
A good way of checking the accuracy
of some of the details is to compare the
p a n o r a m i c views with t h e 1880
Meacham's Atlas sheets of Charlottetown and Summerside. The placement
of buildings as set out in both sources is
almost identical. The few discernible
differences may result from construction or removal of buildings in the twoyear period between 1878 and 1880.
Where the Meacham engravings depict
individual buildings, a closer comparison with their bird's-eye-view counterparts is possible. Some Charlottetown
structures, such as Prince of Wales
College, the Bank of Prince Edward
Island, and Beer & Sons General Store
on King's Square, appear to be accurately represented in the 1878 view.
Other comparisons reveal discrepancies.
For example, there appears to be an
inaccuracy in the placement of the verandah on the residence of Premier
W. W. Sullivan, and there is a considerable difference in the appearance of the
Revere House at the head of the Steam
Navigation Company wharf.

noted of the Charlottetown view that
"The sum of $500 was expended in
order to bring this view to its perfect
condition."
Advance sales did not always reach
the desired number. This was the case
with the view of Summerside, which
offered a much smaller potential market
than the more populous provincial capital. In a letter to a Summerside newspaper, the P.E.L Farmer, the publisher
advised that, despite the fact not enough
orders had been received, he was prepared to "go on and get up the picture"
in hopes he would be able to find additional purchasers after publication.
Obviously, some sort of sales push had
also been made in Charlottetown, for
the Daily Examiner was extolling the
virtues of the view of the capital during
the same period.
Once the decision to go ahead was
made, based either on sure sales or
shrewd speculation, the second part of
the production process commenced.
Ruger sent off his finished sketches,
complete with horses and buggies on
the streets and steamers and sailing
vessels in the harbour, to his partner,
J. J. Stoner.
Like Ruger, Stoner was an experienced panoramic view artist and had
hundreds of views to his credit. By the
late 1870s, however, he was concentrat-

ing more on the publishing end of the
process. From his plant in Madison,
Wisconsin, he published views of over
300 towns and cities in the United
States and Canada, working from finished drawings forwarded to him by
artists such as Ruger.

Viewmaking
The success of the bird's eye view was
due in great measure to technology. The
development of lithography made possible cheap and relatively easy production of prints. That would have been
impossible with the time-consuming
and expensive process of engraving. In
engraving, grooves and patterns are
cut into a sheet of metal, usually copper.
The ink sitting in these grooves adheres
to the paper pressed onto the plate, thus
providing the image.
The lithographic process relies on the
old adage that oil and water do not mix.
The process was invented in Europe
early in the 19th century and soon
spread to North America. Instead of
using a metal plate, lithographers drew
on a flat slab of limestone with a greasy
ink or crayon. The stone was then
washed with an acid solution, which
caused the grease to be absorbed into
the pores of the stone. In order to print

Drawing and Selling
The selling price of the Island views is
not known but the usual price for a
Ruger view of the same size was about
$3.00. Depending on the community
reaction, the decision to proceed would
be taken only after an indication that
the number of prints ordered would at
least cover the costs. The break-even
point seems to have been about 200
copies. Indeed, this is partially confirmed in the Daily Examiner, which
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The bird's eye views can yield surprising information even when details are poor.
The view of the Holman homestead (just above the west end of Foundry Street)
clearly shows the existence of a greenhouse and gardens.

The area to the north of Summer side's railway station was destroyed by fire in 1906. The 1878 panoramic view is one of the few
sources that show us what it looked like before rebuilding.
the image, the stone was washed with
water, which was repelled in the areas
where the grease had been absorbed.
When printing ink was applied, it adhered to the litho stone only in places
where there was no water. Finally, the
paper was placed on the stone and run
through the press.
Using the artist's finished drawing of
the bird's eye view, the printer transferred or re-drew the image onto the
stone, from which copies could quickly
be printed. By the late 1870s, steam
presses were available, rendering the
process even faster and cheaper. In the
1880s, the process of photolithography
eliminated the need to re-draw the image
onto the stone by hand.
Although some lithographs of panoramic views were printed in several
colours or were hand tinted after printing, this was not done with the two
Island views. However, to assert that
they were simply black and white prints
is misleading, for the skilled lithographer frequently introduced a second
colour, usually a yellow brown or grey
green, to provide details of clouds and
shadows. Examination of originals of

the Charlottetown and Summerside
views is inconclusive; if colour was once
evident in the views, it has faded or has
been altered with the chemical deterioration of the cheap paper on which the
views were printed. Quite apart from
the possible use of colour, the texture of
the prepared stone surface provided
subtleties of toning in the original Island
views that are almost completely lost in
the printing of modern reproductions.
Stoner himself delivered the Island
views in December 1878 during a trip
that included Pictou as well as Summerside and Charlottetown. It is not
known how many were sold, but originals are rare today and command a price
far greater than their original cost.

A View of the Past
Even before the final print was ready
for distribution, the Daily Examiner
was seeing the view in an historical
context. "It will be a valuable picture
for ornament as well as for reference
and the changes constantly taking place
will make it an interesting relic of today

to those that live in the future." Now,
110 years after the wanderings of Albert
Ruger on the streets of Charlottetown
and Summerside, what can these views
tell us?
There is much information here that
is found in other places. Historic photographs have given us the appearance of
many buildings in the two towns, especially large and important ones that
reflected community pride: the Colonial
Building, Trinity Church, the County
Courthouse, the Gaol. The panoramic
views, however, reveal the relation of
these structures to other buildings. The
old Prince of Wales College building
appears in photographs, but can we tell
from them if the main door faced north,
south, east or west? Was there a yard in
front of the building, or behind? The
panoramic views provide the answers.
Much more than photographs, even
those taken from dramatic vantage
points such as the top of the Colonial
Building, the bird's eye views give us
the relationship between structures,
how they sat on their sites, where they
were in relation to their neighbours.
More importantly, the views reveal
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the non-public buildings: the mills and
factories, the small hotels, the shipyards, and the smaller churches. For
instance, there is no surviving photograph showing the Charlottetown Gas
Works, which dominated the eastern
edge of Charlottetown from 1854 until
well into the 20th century. The only
depiction is that in the 1878 view.
Sometimes, the panoramic views reveal
surprising details. Who would have
guessed, for example, that ships in
Angus MacMillan's shipyard on Summerside Harbour were built under a
roof? Similarly, few photographs prepare us for the several polygonal buildings in Charlottetown: the Baptist
Church, the skating rink, the gas works,
and the railroad roundhouse — all now
vanished.
Another feature of the views is their
depiction of the humbler structures:
private houses, farms, warehouses.
Unless these buildings are present in a
rare streetscape or have been accidentally captured by a photographer trying to frame another subject, we have
an imperfect idea of the everyday
appearance of Charlottetown and Summerside over a century ago — except
from Ruger's bird's eye views.
It is easy to suppose that few changes
have taken place over the years, and in
some sections of both Summerside and
Charlottetown that is true. Fire, however, has radically affected the appearance of both Island centres since Ruger's
visit in 1878. Summerside was particularly affected. A large block of buildings on Central Street went up in flames
in 1884. In 1906, more than 100 buildings, mostly in the central residential
area, were destroyed. In Charlottetown,
the Post Office drawn by Ruger burned
down only two years after his view was
published. Four years later, in 1884, fire
razed most of the buildings on the south
side of Queens Square along Richmond
Street, resulting in the construction of
Victoria Row, a new Charlottetown
landmark.
Fire was only one agent of change.
Less dramatic alterations in the townscape were quickly forgotten, and
change was an evolutionary rather than
a revolutionary process. Whole blocks
have had every building removed or
rebuilt. For example, the block on which
Charlottetown's City Hall now stands
holds scarcely a building shown there
in 1878. Ruger's views froze an image of
Summerside and Charlottetown, and
some of the many changes before and
since can be dated from them.
In some parts of both Summerside
and Charlottetown, the bird's eye views
reveal how light the hand of change
has been. If we walk the same streets
that Ruger walked, we will view many
of the same structures. Although altered
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Parts of Water Street in Charlottetown show few changes since 1878. However,
what Ruger saw on the block between Rochford Street and Dundas Esplanade has
completely disappeared, even the Esplanade itself.
in detail, whole blocks contain almost
the same buildings as those he sketched
over a century ago. Clapboard and
shingle may have been replaced with
vinyl siding, and thermopane has replaced nine over six windows, but the
basic structures have not disappeared.
Examine, for example, the north side of
Water Street in Charlottetown between
Pownal and Rochford Streets. What
you see now is nearly the same as what
you would have seen in 1878. If every
extant building from the two panoramas
were identified and highlighted, the
bird's eye views would be a dramatic
protrayal of the continuity of the built
environment.
As the Daily Examiner noted back in
1878, the bird's eye views are a "valuable
ornament." They are also a valuable
resource for historic research. Combined
with land title papers, maps and plans,
city directories, photographs, and other
documents, they can tell us much about
our built environment. On their appearance, the bird's eye views were received
as an expression of community pride; a
century later, they afford a unique
insight into our heritage.
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