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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Highwater Rock is a large granite boulder, roughly pear-shaped, with the wider 
part being higher than the rest of the rock. It is approximately 8 feet long and 
5 feet wide at its widest point. Height above the water level of the Cedar River 
varies from 3 to 4 feet in low water, to being completely covered in the spring. 
At least part of the rock is visible most of the time. The rock has not been 
altered. It is in the eastern half of the river, among the rapids, just below 
the construction site of a new, multipurpose bridge and dam structure. The builders 
of the dam have no plans for. removing the rock or damaging in in any way.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Highwater Rock is a,natural feature which served as ah informal,i .but accurate, gauge 
for the depth of the Cedar River at Cedar Rapids from the 1840's to the close of'steam 
navigation on the river in the mid-I860's, a period in which water was the most effective 
means of transportation to and from the interior of Iowa. The rock was first used 
around 1840 as a water gauge by the early settlers of Cedar Rapids. When the waters 
were low enough around the rock, people could cross among the rocks of the rapids in 
wagons and buggies, on a horse, or even on foot. Later, when a ferry service was 
established and toll bridges were built, people could determine whether the water was 
low enough to ford the river and thus avoid paying for the ferry or toll bridge. 
The ferry was the first step toward "progress" in Cedar Rapids, and when David W. King 
began its operation in 1848, he also used the rock to determine how much cargo he could 
carry on his ferry, or, indeed, whether he could run it at all. King, an enterprising 
businessman, ran the ferry until his death in 1854. During those years it served as 
a communications link between the east and west sides of town, extended trade west 
into Benton County, and perhaps encouraged the development of business in the city itself.

The opening of steam navigation on the Cedar River in the late 1840's was vital to the 
continuing development of Cedar Rapids and other river towns. Steamers shipped Iowa grain 
to the ports of St. Louis and New Orleans, and brought in merchandise from eastern man 
ufacturers. The relatively swift and reliable services they offered encouraged a 
variety of industries and businesses to establish themselves in Cedar Rapids. Here, 
the Highwater Rock was important, for the depth of water around or over it was used 
by steamer pilots to determine whether they would be able to steam past the Rapids, 
the rock was covered, they know the river was high enough to continue their journey 
in relative safety.

too, 

If

By the mid-I860 1 s, competition from the railroads had severely curtailed the profitable 
steamboat trade. In 1870 the U.S. Congress 5 declared the Cedar River to be unnavigable 

above Cols. Junct.(well below Cedar Rapids), thus ending the importance of water transportation 
on the river, and the usefulness of the Highwater Rock.
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VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION
135 yards north of the center line, 1st Avenue, and 100 yards west of the center 

line, 1st Street NE, Cedar Rapids, Iowa (toward east bank of Cedar River)
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