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The object is a stereo card from the mid to late 1800s.1 Photographed by C (Charles) Bierstadt 

in Niagara Falls, New York, and sold by Underwood and Underwood2; the card shows two near 

identical photographs, taken at slightly different angles, featuring the Maid of the Mist and the 

Niagara Suspension Bridge over the Whirlpool Rapids. The nose of Maid of the Mist is shown 

breaking through a rapid with the name of the ship partially visible. The suspension bridge 

appears to have carriages on the lower deck and a train on the top deck. The object is from RG 

599, in the second box under the file 1.11 Maid of the Mist, dated 1901-1902.  

This object is a remarkable example of 19th-century technology. The stereo card depicts one of 

North America's oldest tourist attractions, the Maid of the Mist, which is closely tied to Canadian 

culture and economy in the 19th century.3 This photograph likely captures the boat's passage 

through the Great Gorge Rapids, Whirlpool Rapids, and the Lower Devil’s Hole Rapids (as 



compared to figures 1, 2, and 3), when Captain Joel Robinson delivered the Maid of the Mist to 

its Canadian buyers.4 This event has become a part of Canadian folklore. It’s probable that this 

stereo card was altered to exaggerate or fabricate the scene—a common practice aimed at 

enhancing its visual appeal.5 

Also featured in the image is the suspension bridge, which served as a critical border crossing 

between Canada and the United States.6 Beyond its significance as an engineering marvel 

(being the first bridge to support rail travel over such a vast distance), it facilitated the movement 

of people and goods, boosting the economies of both nations.6 The bridge also provided an 

escape route for enslaved individuals seeking freedom in Canada during the Civil War.7 

Importantly, the photographs are presented on a stereo card - another piece of historic 

technology. Stereo cards were extremely popular in the 19th century, offering a three-

dimensional viewing experience based on binocular vision. Our eyes, spaced about 2.5 inches 

apart, send slightly different images to the brain, which combines them into one image.8 The use 

of a stereoscope allowed the right eye to view the right image and the left eye to view the left 

image, creating the illusion of depth. When viewed through a stereoscope, these cards provided 

the sensation of 3-D, immersing the viewer as if they were seeing the scene in person. The 

ability to reproduce collodion images cheaply led to the mass production of paper stereo cards, 

making stereo photography accessible to middle and upper-class homes. The stereo craze 

became one of photography's biggest successes of the 19th century, remaining popular until 

about 1910. 

Stereo pictures were a sensation because they offered affordable home entertainment. Their 

compact size made them easy to handle, and there was a sense of magic in their illusion.  

Stereo cards allowed people to "travel," learn, and be entertained without leaving home. They 

served as both educational tools and sources of entertainment, with photographs depicting 

geography, historical events, and famous individuals, allowing viewers to explore places and 



people they might never otherwise encounter.10 This object is an incredibly fascinating example 

of 19th-century technology, education, and entertainment. 
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Additional Images 

 

Fig. 1: George E. Curtis, Maid of the Mist in the Whirlpool Rapids. Brock University Archives & 
Special Collections, George E. Curtis Photographs of Niagara Falls Collection, ca. 1860s-1870s 

 



 

Fig. 2: Journey of Captain Robinson, drawing by G.C. Loewenthal.  
Source: Niagara Park Illustrated, edited by Alice Hyneman Rhine. Brock University Archives & 

Special Collections, F 127 N8 N64, 1888. 



 

Fig. 3: George Barker, Maid of the Mist in the Whirlpool Rapids--Niagara. Niagara Falls Ontario. 
[Stereograph c.1862-1886] Image Source: Library of Congress  


