


'Shortening the river
Henry Bosse's images 
of the changing Mississippi

by Ron W. Deiss

he military engineers of the 
Commission have taken 
upon their shoulders the job 

of making the Mississippi River 
over again/' Mark Twain observed 
in 1883, "a job transcended in size 
only by the original job of creating 
it. They are building wing dams 
here and there, to deflect the cur­
rent; and dikes to confine it in nar­
rower bounds; and other dikes to 
make it stay there."

Twain, in Life on the Mississippi, 
was referring to the enormous 
changes federal engineers were 
undertaking on the Upper Miss­
issippi River. And he doubted that 
their efforts would succeed: "They 
have started in here with big confi­
dence, and the best intentions in 
the world; but they are going to get 
left. What does Ecclesiastes 7:13 
say? ['Consider the work of God; 
for who can make that straight 
which He hath made crooked/] 
Says enough to knock their little 
game galley-west, don't it?"

About the same time that Mark 
Twain was remarking on what he 
called "shortening the river," an­
other American, also entranced by 
the Mississippi, was photograph­
ing the river, its commerce, and the 
make-over that Twain was scoffing 
at. Henry Peter Bosse would pho­
tograph the Upper Mississippi be­
tween 1883 and 1892, thereby 
chronicling the river during a piv­
otal period of its history and dur­
ing one of America's largest civil 
works projects.

Since the mid-19th century, 
photographers had been hired to 
record large government surveys, 
scientific expeditions, and civil 
works projects, generally within 
the context of discovery, explora­
tion, or change in the landscape. 
Although many photographed the 
river between St. Paul and St. 
Louis, Bosse captured its essence, 
with excellent composition and 
unequaled aesthetic appeal.

Born in 1844 in Prussia, Bosse

A m o n g  th e  r iv e r  im p ro v e m e n ts  Bosse p h o to g ra p h e d  w e re  c o n s tr ic t in g  o r  w in g  d a m s  ( le f t ) ,  w h ic h  r e ­

d u c e d  th e  n a tu ra l m e a n d e r in g  an d  b ra id in g  o f  th e  r iv e r  by c o n tra c t in g  o r  c o m b in in g  flow s in to  o n e  

c h a n n e l o f  u n ifo rm  w id th .T h e s e  lo n g , n a r ro w  d a m s  e x te n d e d  f ro m  th e  b a n k  in to  th e  r iv e r  a t  v a rio u s  

an g les , s o m e tim e s  cro ss ing  s loughs to  is lands b u t n e v e r  cross ing  th e  n a v ig a tio n  c h a n n e l. D a m  c o n ­

s tru c t io n  w as la b o r  in te n s iv e  an d  b eg an  w ith  c u tt in g  w illo w  b ru s h .T h e  w illo w  w as w o v e n  an d  b o u n d  

in to  b u n d le s  c a lle d  fasc ines , w h ic h  w e re  t ie d  to g e th e r  in to  la rg e  m a ttre s s e s .T h e  m a ttre s s e s  w e re  

f lo a te d  on  th e  w a te r ,  th e n  c o v e re d  w ith  q u a r r ie d  ro c k  u n til th e  e n t ir e  s tru c tu re  s a n k .T h e  d a m  w as  

b u ilt  to  th e  re q u ire d  h e ig h t by a lte r n a t in g  layers  o f m a ttre s s e s  an d  ro c k . A s s iltin g  o c c u rre d  b e h in d  

th e  d a m , th is  f u r t h e r  c o n s tr ic te d  th e  c h a n n e l, in c re a s e d  th e  c u r re n t ,  an d  s c o u re d  th e  r iv e r  b o t to m , r e ­

s u ltin g  in an  even  d e e p e r  c h a n n e l. W in g  d a m  c o n s tru c tio n  w as so e x te n s iv e  th a t  by 1880  C o rp s  e n g i­

n e e rs  w o r r ie d  th a t  th e y  w o u ld  e x h a u s t th e  n a tiv e  w illo w  supp lies . u s  a r m y  c o r p s  o f  e n g i n e e r s  r o c k i s l a n o o i s t r i c t
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U S ARMY CORPS OF ENGINEERS. ROCK ISLAND DISTRICT

R a f tb o a t s  lik e  th e  W. J. Young Jr. (a b o v e ) w e re  th e  w o r k ­

h o rs e s  o f  th e  M iss iss ip p i, s te e r in g  e n o rm o u s  ra fts  o f  logs to  

s a w m ills . In  B o sse ’s 1885 p h o to g ra p h , th e  ra f ts m e n  le a n  on  

t h e i r  c a n t h o o ks  an d  fa c e  th e  c a m e r a . T h e  m a n y  ric k s  o f  

c o rd w o o d  fo r  fu e l on  th e  m a in  d e c k  sug gest a lo n g  h a u l, 

p ro b a b ly  to  C lin to n , Io w a .

In  I 8 8 2 , M a r k  T w a in  had  d e s c rib e d  such r a f ts :“ U p  in th is  

re g io n  w e  m e t  m a s s e d  a c re s  o f  lu m b e r  ra fts  c o m in g  

d o w n — b u t n o t  f lo a t in g  le is u re ly  a lo n g , in th e  o ld -fa s h io n e d  

w ay, m a n n e d  w ith  jo yo u s  an d  re c k le s s  c re w s  o f  fid d lin g ,

s o n g -s in g in g , w h is k y -d r in k in g , b re a k -d o w n -d a n c in g  ra p s c a l­

lions; no , th e  w h o le  th in g  w as  sh o ved  s w ift ly  a lo n g  by a 

p o w e rfu l s te r n -w h e e le r ,  m o d e rn  fa s h io n , an d  th e  s m a ll 

c re w s  w e re  q u ie t ,  o rd e r ly  m e n , o f  a s e d a te  business a s p e c t, 

w ith  n o t a s u g g e s tio n  o f  ro m a n c e  a b o u t  th e m  a n y w h e re .” 

T h e  W. J. Young Jr. w as  b u ilt  in D u b u q u e  in I 8 8 2  fo r  sa w ­

m ill  b a ro n  W .J . Y o u n g , C l in to n ’s seco n d  la rg e s t e m p lo y e r .  

F ro m  1866  to  I 8 8 6 ,Y o u n g ’s B ig  M ill r e p o r te d ly  had  th e  

la rg e s t saw  in th e  W e s t ,  w ith  a 1 ,0 0 0 -h o rs e p o w e r s te a m  e n ­

g in e  an d  a f ly w h e e l 18 fe e t  in d ia m e te r .
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was formally educated in art and 
engineering. About 1870, he immi­
grated to America, and by 1874 
had entered the U.S. Army Corps 
of Engineers as a draftsman at St. 
Paul, Minnesota. Four years later, 
Bosse was transferred to Rock Is­
land, Illinois. He stayed in this 
area, working for the Corps for the 
remainder of his life. He would be 
remembered as a creative, talented 
artist with a sense of humor, and, 
in his obituary, as "a man of cul­
ture and impressive intellect, al­
beit of aristocratic manner.... with 
a robust physique and pronounced 
military bearing."

osse's tenure in the Corps 
fell within one of its major 
phases of improvement to 

make the river more navigable, es­
pecially where rapids and obstruc­
tions had long endangered river 
traffic. Although the most skilled 
steamboat pilots learned to navi­
gate stretches of treacherous wa­
ters by memorizing landmarks, 
watching the water surface, and 
noting changes, steamboat explo­
sions, fires, collisions, groundings, 
and wrecks were common.

Efforts earlier in the century 
had only begun to address the 
problems. Then, after the Civil 
War, a booming lumber industry 
and westward settlement pro­
vided military and economic justi­
fications for viable river transpor­
tation. Speculating that extensive 
river improvements would reunite 
the country by opening up trade 
routes between the North and 

South, Congress assigned the U.S. Army Corps of En­
gineers the monumental task of improving inland wa­
terways under legislative acts in 1866 and 1878.

This second act, a comprehensive project called 
the Upper Mississippi River Improvement, required 
the construction and maintenance of a 690-mile-long 
channel with a guaranteed depth of 4,/2 feet. This 
meant that steamboats with just under that much draft 
would now be able to use the Upper Mississippi from

the spring rains until the winter freeze. Yet many pi­
lots thought that the Corps would fail, that it was an 
impossible feat to alter the tremendous force of the 
Mississippi. Rivermen's jests quickly diminished as 
the navigation season was extended, and wrecks and 
groundings decreased.

As a Corps draftsman during this era, Henry 
Bosse created maps, navigational charts, plans, and 
specifications for harbor, levee, and channel improve­
ments. By 1883, he had begun to compile a compre­
hensive photographic record of Corps work as part of 
the immense support documentation necessary. Many 
of his photos were included in Corps reports to Con­
gress describing improvements, recommending 
projects, and justifying expenditures.

During reconnaissance surveys, Bosse traveled by 
steamboat, assisting engineering parties, recording 
river conditions, and documenting construction 
projects. Bosse and at least one assistant would trans­
port his heavy camera, tripod, llxl4-inch "dry chemi­
cal” plate glass negatives, and other accessories to the 
chosen site—often a bluff or hillside overlooking the 
river. He composed other images from levees or sand­
bars, from high rooftops or the river's edge.

Bosse used cyanotype, albumen, and various gela­
tin black-and-white processes to print from his nega­
tives. Although the cyanotype process was relatively 
inexpensive (it would eventually evolve into the blue­
print process), it yielded great clarity. Its characteristic 
Prussian blue penetrated the paper, providing the 
high degree of resolution and stability preferred by 
engineers, scientists, and artists.

Bosse took approximately 300 different images of 
the Upper Mississippi River Improvement; a sampling 
of his photos related to Iowa appears here. He meticu­
lously documented subject, location, direction, and 
water conditions. He framed his images with oval, cir­
cular, or rectangular mats or vignettes, and bound sets 
of them into albums, each with an elaborately hand- 
lettered and decorated frontispiece.

One of the albums was displayed at the 1893 
World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago, following 
a request by the War Department that all major civil 
and military branches provide photographs, maps, or 
exhibits. The album's depiction of waterway improve­
ments and river commerce would have fit in perfectly 
with the fair's intention to glorify human achieve­
ments in the New World. A few of the albums were 
apparently presented to high-ranking engineers, and 
over the years they passed into the hands of river his­
torians and collectors; others remained with the Army 
Corps of Engineers. Today, only six bound sets of al-
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bums of Bosse's rare photos are known to still exist.
Without question, the improvement of the river as 

a transportation system is the dominant or implied 
theme of Bosse's photographs. Although people are 
not central to the photographs, Bosse included human 
figures in many images to provide scale or add depth, 
to animate improvements or generate interest. A few 
images with people provide insights into the Corps 
and its infrastructure, illustrating the social and mili­
tary hierarchy of the river. Employees are shown at 
their assigned posts: pilots in the pilothouse, mechan­
ics close to equipment or locks. Surveyors hold range 
poles, and crews operate dredges and boats. Seasonal 
or contracted laborers are engaged in chores under the 
watchful eyes of their supervisors and seem indiffer­
ent to the photographer. In contrast, officers, engi­
neers, and supervisors convey a military presence, 
proudly facing the camera or monitoring the workers

Bosse's formal education and training as an illus­
trator are evident in the quality and consistency of the 
photographs. Bosse composed images that embody 
the essential characteristics of the river and its valley. 
In his bird's-eye perspectives, the viewer is drawn into 
the grandeur through the varied topographic relief. 
His compositions reveal varying degrees of influence 
by 19th-century romanticism; many of his "vistas” de­
pict idyllic and ageless scenery or natural settings.

Yet, as pointed out by the curator of photography 
at the Smithsonian's National Museum of American 
History, Bosse's photographs also reveal a shift from 
romantic to industrial and geometric subjects. The hu­
man artifice of Bosse's vistas are the monumental fea­
tures of river improvements. Bridges and urban 
growth serve as popular symbols of industrial com­
plexity, opportunistic development, and evolving 
transportation networks of the late Victorian period. 
Although the enormity of the river sometimes dwarfs 
the structures, the images give a decided air of cred­
ibility and dignity to the massiveness of architecture 
and the built environment.

The dynamic change that underlies Bosse's com­
positions also reflect changes in the dynamics of river

commerce and communities. By the late 19th century, 
river traffic was decreasing. Even as the Corps tamed 
the Mississippi, the hills and valleys of the Upper 
Midwest were being stripped of timber for lumber, 
lath, shingles, and millwork, and the extensive prai­
ries turned to cropland and pasture. Although river 
traffic remained important for moving agricultural 
products and timber, it was seasonal, costly, ineffi­
cient, unpredictable, and limited to short-haul routes. 
Conversely, the extensive railroad system that con­
nected nearly every settlement coast to coast supplied 
the raw materials to industries and carried the larger 
share of agricultural products to market.

Nevertheless, Corps improvements continued, 
long after Bosse's death in 1903. In efforts to accom­
modate larger boats, barges, and towboats, Congress 
authorized first a six-foot and then a nine-foot chan­
nel. By 1940, the nine-foot channel and its system of 27 
locks and dams were completed; in response, river 
traffic picked up as new diesel towboats barged the 
nation's grain, fuel, and other bulk commodities.

Bosse's photography shows the Upper Missis­
sippi transformed from a natural, free-flowing, 
sometimes dangerous river into a safe, depend­

able transportation waterway. As a comprehensive, 
thematic collection, it comprises informative, well- 
documented scenes taken at appropriate intervals; at 
the same time it depicts the beauty and grandeur of 
the river. His treatment of the subject matter illustrates 
change and growth within aesthetic compositions, 
rather than emphasizing romantic nostalgia with tra­
ditional symbols. Bosse succeeded as one of the earli­
est landscape photographers to depict modern con­
structs as having artistic merit. He left a superb photo­
graphic record of the Corps of Engineers' great experi­
ment of "shortening the river" and of the changing 
commerce and landscape of the Upper Mississippi.

Ron W. Deiss is a historian and district archaeologist for the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers in Rock Island, Illinois, and has 
published many histories and excavated many sites on the river.

NOTE ON SOURCES
Major sources include: Ed Brick, “Mike Spettel's Better Bridge—Part Bridge, Part Pontoon, Big River 1:12 (1965); William Petersen, "Mississippi 
River Floods," Palimpsest 46:7 (1965); A. W. Robinson, "Dredges: Their Construction and Performance . . .  / '  Transactions of the American Society of 
Civil Engineers, 54(C) 1905; Lucy Rodenberg, "Rafting and Lumber Business Played Big History," North Iowa Times (Feb. 21, 1966); Everett A. 
Streit, Once Upon a Time, vols. 1,2 (Clinton: Clinton-Herald, 1993); Sally Scarff, Marquette Valley News (March 1966); Robert Taft, Photography and the 
American Scene (New York: Dover, 1964); John Thompson, Biographical Notes and Commentary on the Work of Henry Bosse (1991 report for U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers, Rock Island District); C. MacDonald Towmsend, "The Improvement of the Upper Mississippi River," Engineering News 61:18 
(1909); Roald Tweet, Rock Island District: 1866-1983 (Rock Island: U.S. Army Engineer District, 1984), and Taming the Des Moines Rapids: The 
Background of Lock 19 (1978); U.S. Army Corps of Engineers publications and annual reports (1875-1926); War Dept, correspondence regarding 
Bosse's death in the National Archives and Records Administration; Frederick Way, Jr., Way’s Packet Directory, 1848-1983 (Athens: Ohio Univer­
sity, 1983); and Way's Steam Towboat Directory (1990). Complete annotations are in the Iowa Heritage Illustrated production files (SHSI-Iowa City).
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U S  ARMY C O R P S  O F E N G IN EER S. ROCK ISLAND OISTRICT

In  1885 Bosse p h o to g ra p h e d  th is  v ie w  o f  N o r t h  M c G re g o r ,  

Io w a , and  its p o n to o n  b r id g e  in th e  d is ta n c e . H e r e  in 18 3 6 ,  

a S c o ts m a n  n a m e d  A le x a n d e r  M c G r e g o r  h ad  e s ta b lis h e d  a 

fe r ry  across th e  r iv e r  f r o m  F o r t  C r a w fo r d  a t  P ra ir ie  D u  

C h ie n ,W is c o n s in . F o llo w in g  th e  C iv il W a r ,  th e  tw o  n a m e ­

sake Io w a  v illages  o f  N o r t h  M c G r e g o r  an d  n e a rb y  

M c G re g o r  g re w  in to  th r iv in g  p o r ts . In  th e  e a r ly  I 8 7 0 s , th e  

C h icag o , M ilw a u k e e , a n d  S t. P au l R a ilro a d  ch o se  N o r t h  

M c G re g o r, th e  s m a lle r  o f  th e  tw o  to w n s , as a b r id g e  s ite  

because o f  an e x t r e m e ly  lo w  a p p ro a c h  g ra d e  an d  an  is land  

b e tw e e n  th e  sh o res . In  I 8 7 3 , ra ilro a d  a g e n t Joseph L a w le r  

c o n s tru c te d  fix e d  spans on  th e  b an ks  a n d  th e  in te rv e n in g  

is land, b u t he la c k e d  a sp ec ific  p la n  to  c o n n e c t th e s e  a p ­

p roaches  fo r  ra il t ra v e l w ith o u t  o b s tru c t in g  r iv e r  t ra f f ic .  

M ike  S p e tte l,  a G e r m a n -b o r n  s h ip w r ig h t, d e s ig n e d  th e  p e r-  

fe e t s o lu tio n : t im b e r  p o n to o n s  c o n n e c tin g  th e  fix e d  spans. 

L a w le r  had  th e s e  tw o  p e c u lia r  s tru c tu re s  b u ilt  d u r in g  th e  

w in te r  o f  I 8 7 3 . W h e n  n o t  in use, th e  p o n to o n  s e c tio n s  

w e re  f lo a te d  o p e n , p iv o tin g  o u t  o f  th e  s te a m b o a t  c h a n n e l 

to  a c c o m m o d a te  th e  passage o f  vessels, log  ra fts , an d  ice  

f lo e s .T ra d it io n  ho lds th a t  th e s e  w e re  th e  w o r ld ’s f irs t  p e r- 

rn a n e n t p o n to o n  b rid g e s .

B o sse ’s p h o to  is d o m in a te d  by th e  W . an d  J. F le m in g  

S a w m ill an d  L u m b e r  C o m p a n y , o n e  o f  N o r t h  M c G r e g o r ’s 

la rg e s t e m p lo y e rs . D u r in g  th e  h e ig h t o f  th e  lo g g in g  season , 

th is  c o m p a n y  e m p lo y e d  120 w o r k e r s .T h e  g a n g p la n k s  a re  

e le v a te d  f ro m  th e  r iv e r  m u d  an d  h igh  w a te r  leve ls .

P r o m in e n t  a m o n g  th e  b u ild in g s  in th e  b a c k g ro u n d  is th e  

g ra n d io s e  th r e e -s to r y  M e r c h a n t ’s H o u s e ; its  im p o s in g  c u ­

p o la  p ro v id e d  k in g ly  v iew s  o f  o w n e r  G e rh a rd  W in g e n ’s saw ­

m ill  c o n c e rn s  on  n e a rb y  is lands.

D e s p ite  a h e a lth y  e c o n o m y , N o r t h  M c G re g o r  w as phys i­

ca lly  l im ite d  by th e  n a r ro w  r iv e r f r o n t  v a lle y  o f  B lo o d y  Run  

C r e e k  a n d  th e  im m e n s e  b lu ffs . A s  th e  c e n tu ry  tu rn e d , th e  

to w n ’s e c o n o m y  e d d ie d  d u e  to  d e c lin in g  log g in g  an d  r iv e r  

t ra f f ic .  In  I 9 2 0 , th e  c it iz e n s  o f  N o r t h  M c G r e g o r  o p te d  fo r  a 

n a m e  c h a n g e  to  M a r q u e t te  to  a llo w  fo r  a m e a s u re  o f  in d e ­

p e n d e n c e  f ro m  its  s is te r  c ity . T h ro u g h  th e  y e a rs , th e  p o n ­

to o n  b r id g e  w as v ie w e d  as a successful s t ru c tu ra l o d d ity , 

f lo a tin g  tra in s  o v e r  th e  r iv e r. B u t by th e  1950s, ra ilro a d  

c o m m e r c e  th ro u g h  M a r q u e t te  had  s la c k e n e d , an d  in 1961 

th e  b r id g e  w as d is m a n tle d . A lth o u g h  th e  r iv e r  lo s t o n e  o f  

its t ru ly  u n iq u e  la n d m a rk s , to d a y  M a r q u e t te  is a w e ll-  

p re s e rv e d  sh o w case  v illa g e  w ith  s p e c ta c u la r  r iv e r  v iew s.
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CORPS OF ENGINEERS. ROCK ISLBOTH IMAGES U S ARMY

O p e n e d  fo r  h o rs e  a n d  w a g o n  tra f f ic  in July I 8 9 1 (a n d  p h o ­

to g ra p h e d  th e  s a m e  y e a r  by B o s s e ), th e  F u lto n  H ig h w a y  

“ h ig h  f ix e d ” b r id g e  w as c o n s tru c te d  by th e  Lyons and  

F u lto n  B r id g e  C o m p a n y  o v e r  th e  n a rro w s  b e tw e e n  Lyons, 

Io w a , an d  F u lto n , Illin o is , o n e  o f  th e  M id w e s t ’s b u s ie s t fe r r y  

crossings. B o sse ’s p h o to g ra p h  lo o k s  w e s t to w a rd s  Lyons, 

w h ic h  w as a n n e x e d  to  C lin to n  in 1894 .

T h e  p h o to  c a p tu re s  th e  g ra c e fu l a rc h e s  an d  u n iq u e  la t ­

t ic e  p a t te r n s  e n g in e e re d  in to  th is  b r id g e .T h e  e n t ir e  s tru c ­

tu r e  h ad  a lig h t, a iry  a p p e a ra n c e  d u e  to  th e  r iv e te d  s te e l 

tru s s  f ra m in g  an d  s u p p o rt in g  t ie  ro d s . C a rs  a n d  tru c k s  us­

ing  th e  to llb r id g e  c o u ld  be  fin e d  $5 if  d r iv e n  fa s te r  th a n  a 

w a lk  o v e r  th e  w o o d e n  d e c k . T h e  b r id g e  w as d e m o lis h e d  in 

A u g u s t 1975 .
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T h is  sw in g span  b r id g e  a t  C l in to n ,  Io w a , w as b u ilt  by th e  

C e n tra l an d  N o r th w e s te r n  R a ilro a d  b e tw e e n  1864  an d  

1866, and  p h o to g ra p h e d  by B osse in 1885 . A  s w in g sp an  r o ­

ta te s  to  a llo w  th ro u g h  passage a n d  w o rk s  w e ll a t  re la t iv e ly  

level a p p ro a c h  g ra d e s .

A lth o u g h  th e  C o rp s  o f  E n g in e e rs  re g u la te d  b r id g e  c o n ­

s tru c tio n  fo r  r iv e r  n a v ig a tio n  b e c a u s e  C o n g re s s  an d  th e  

c o u rts  had  d e te r m in e d  th a t  b r id g e  h e ig h ts  a n d  p ie rs  c o u ld  

n o t im p e d e  r iv e r  t r a f f ic ,  b r id g e s  in t im id a te d  o ld e r  s te a m ­

b o a t p ilo ts , w h o  y e a rn e d  fo r  th e  days w h e n  th e  “ M iss iss ipp i 

was K in g .” B u t by th e  la te  1 9 th  c e n tu ry , th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  

ra ily a rd s  an d  d e p o ts  h ad  s u p p la n te d  s te a m b o a t  la n d in g s  in 

r iv e r  to w n s  as tra in s  c a r r ie d  th e  l io n ’s s h a re  o f  c o m m e r c e .  

T h e ir  ro u te s  w e re  s tra ig h t ,  d e p e n d a b le , an d  lin k e d  to  a 

stee l w e b  o f d e s tin a t io n s . S te a m b o a t  t r a d e  w as  seaso n a l 

and a ffe c te d  by w e a th e r  a n d  w a t e r  c o n d it io n s .

C o n s id e re d  an  e n g in e e r in g  m a r v e l in its  t im e ,  th is  

b rid g e  w as re p la c e d  in I 9 0 8 .T oday, a ll th e  re m a in in g  

sw ingspan b rid g e s  on  th e  U p p e r  M iss iss ipp i R iv e r  a re  r a i l ­

ro ad  b rid g es ; a fe w  a lso  ta k e  v e h ic u la r  t ra f f ic .
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T h e  o n ly  p h o to g ra p h s  Bosse to o k  in th e  s p rin g  o f  18 8 8  

w e re  a  s e rie s  o f  te n  v ie w s  o f  th e  flo o d  w a te rs  w ith in  th e  

c ity  l im its  o f  D a v e n p o r t  a n d  R o c k  Is la n d , th u s  b e g in n in g  a 

C o rp s  t r a d i t io n  o f  p h o to g ra p h in g  M iss iss ipp i R iv e r  flo o d s . 

T h is  im a g e  show s F ro n t  S t r e e t  in D a v e n p o r t .

T h e  F lo o d  o f  1888  w as  o n e  o f  th e  w o rs t  on  th e  U p p e r  

M ississ ipp i. F ro m  D u b u q u e  to  K e o k u k , th e  M iss iss ipp i s e t  

re c o rd s  o r  n e a r  re c o rd s  th a t  year.

T h e  M u s c a t in e  D a i ly  N e w s  o f  M a y  I 4 , I 8 8 8 , r e p o r te d  a 

I 7 .4  I - fo o t  flo o d  s ta g e , p re d ic t in g  it  w o u ld  “ s ta n d  as th e

h ig h e s t on  re c o rd  fo r  y e a rs , possib ly  fo r  a c e n tu r y ------W h i le

th is  is b a re ly  an  inch  h ig h e r  th a n  th e  g re a t  rise  o f  I 88  I , an  

inch  a d d e d  to  th a t  m a d  flo o d  w ith  a s u rfa c e  o f  3 to  8 m ile s  

in w id th  m e a n s  a v a s t v o lu m e  o f  w a te r .”
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s ta c k s  o f lu m b e r  a w a it  s h ip m e n t  in th is  1885  p h o to g ra p h  

o f F o r t  M a d is o n . L o g g in g  w as  o n e  o f  th e  f irs t  la n d -b a s e d  in ­

d u s tries  o f  th e  M iss iss ipp i a n d  in c lu d e d  w o o d h a w k s  w h o  

supplied  w o o d  fu e l to  passing  s te a m b o a ts , ra f tb o a ts  th a t  

pushed ra fts  o f  logs d o w n s tre a m , an d  la rg e  s a w m ills  th a t  

supp lied  th e  lu m b e r , t r im ,  a n d  sh in g les  fo r  th e  M id w e s t.

C o rp s  im p ro v e m e n ts  on  th e  M iss iss ipp i re s u lte d  in 

m uch o f th e  e c o n o m ic  g ro w th  a lo n g  th e  r iv e r , e s p e c ia lly  in 

th e  lu m b e r  in d u s try . In  18 7 9 , th e  C o rp s  r e p o r te d  to  C o n ­

gress th a t  “ b e tw e e n  th e  m o u th  o f  th e  C h ip p e w a  a n d  S a in t  

Louis th e re  a re  73 m ills  on  th e  m a in  r iv e r , w ith  an  a n n u a l 

day-saw ing  c a p a c ity  o f  6 0 0 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0  fe e t ,  e m p lo y in g  I 2 ,0 0 0  

m e n , and  re p re s e n t in g  $ 1 2 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0  o f  c a p ita l .T h e  e s t i ­

m a te d  p ro d u c e  o f  w h ite  p in e  f lo a te d  in to  th e  M iss iss ipp i 

R iver in 18 7 8  w as 8 2 6 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0  fe e t  o f  lu m b e r , 2 18 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0  

shingles, an d  1 0 9 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0  la th s .”

U S. ARMY CORPS OF ENGINEERS. ST PAUL DISTRICT
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D o s s e  to o k  16 p h o to g ra p h s  o f  th e  D e s  M o in e s  R ap id s  C a ­

n a l, th e  la rg e s t n u m b e r  o f  an y  a re a  o f  r iv e r  im p r o v e ­

m e n ts — e v id e n c e  o f  th e  can a l's  im p o r ta n c e  re la t iv e  to  

C o rp s  e x p e n d itu re s , an d  o f  th e  p ro b le m s  cau sed  by th e  

M is s is s ip p i’s D e s  M o in e s  R ap id s .

So  n a m e d  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  D e s  M o in e s  R iv e r  t r ib u ta r y ,  

th e  D e s  M o in e s  R ap id s  w e re  as c h a lle n g in g  a n d  d a n g e ro u s  

to  n a v ig a te  as flo o d s  a n d  lo w  w a t e r  w e re ,  a n d  cau sed  n u ­

m e ro u s  w re c k s .T h e  ra p id s  s tre tc h e d  b e tw e e n  M o n tro s e  

a n d  K e o k u k .T h is  s e c tio n  o f  th e  M iss iss ipp i w as  a v e ry  w id e  

a re a  in te rs p e rs e d  w ith  ro c k  led g es  an d  l i t t e r e d  w ith  b o u l­

d e rs  d e p o s ite d  by g la c ie rs  d u r in g  th e  la s t Ic e  A g e .T h r o u g h  

t im e ,  th e  e ro s io n a l fo rc e s  o f  th e  r iv e r  h ad  e x p o s e d  th e  

b o u ld e rs , m a k in g  th e  D e s  M o in e s  R ap id s  o n e  o f  th e  m o s t  

d a n g e ro u s  s tre tc h e s  on  th e  U p p e r  M iss iss ipp i.

T h e  ra p id s  had  b e e n  s u rv e y e d  as e a r ly  as I 8 3 7 , by L ie u ­

te n a n t  R o b e r t  E. L e e  a n d  S e c o n d  L ie u te n a n t  M o n tg o m e r y  

C . M e ig s . In  fa c t, t h e i r  o w n  b o a t  ra n  a g ro u n d  on  th e  ro cks . 

In  1838  th e y  b e g a n  e x c a v a tio n  fo r  c h a n n e l im p r o v e m e n t  

th ro u g h  th e  ra p id s  an d  c o n tin u e d  fo r  tw o  y e a rs  u n til a p ­

p ro p r ia t io n s  w e re  c u t.

W o r k  b e g a n  a g a in  in 1866 . B e tw e e n  1867  an d  18 7 7 , th e  

7 .6 -m ile - lo n g  D e s  M o in e s  R ap id s  C a n a l w as b u ilt  to  bypass  

th e  tre a c h e ro u s  ra p id s . A lth o u g h  s o m e  seaso n ed  p ilo ts  

c o n tin u e d  to  n a v ig a te  th e  ra p id s , th e  s lo w e r  b u t s a fe r can a l 

w ith  its  th r e e  locks  b e c a m e  th e  p r e fe r r e d  ro u te  fo r  p a c k e t  

a n d  f re ig h t  b o a ts .

T h e  G u a rd  L o c k  (a b o v e )  is th e  f irs t  o f  th e  c a n a l’s th re e  

lo c k s .T h is  lo c k  p ro v id e d  no lif t  o r  fa ll, b u t  w as used to  

m o n ito r  w a t e r  flo w s  a n d  p re v e n t  o b s tru c tio n s  f ro m  e n te r ­

ing  th e  c a n a l.

T h e  lo c k  w as lo c a te d  a lo n g  th e  Io w a  s h o re  n e a r  th e  

h e a d  o f  th e  ra p id s  an d  a c lu s te r  o f  b u ild in g s  c a lle d  N a s h ­

v ille  ( la te r ,  G a lla n d ) ,  an  e a r ly  t e r r i t o r ia l  to w n .T h e  s p lit  ra il 

fe n c e  in th e  fo re g ro u n d  o f  B o sse ’s 1885 p h o to g ra p h  is a r e ­

m in d e r  o f  th e  a r e a ’s ro u g h  to p o g ra p h y  a n d  e a r ly  s e t t le ­

m e n t.

C lo s e r  to  th e  r iv e r , a C h ic a g o , B u r lin g to n , an d  O h io  R a il­

ro a d  lo c o m o t iv e  w ith  fiv e  f re ig h t  cars  an d  c a b o o s e  is s ta ­

t io n e d  on  a s id in g .T h e  C o rp s  s te a m la u n c h  Louise  an d  tw o  

b a rg e s  fo r  la b o re rs ’ q u a r te rs  a re  in th e  c a n a l’s tu rn in g  

basin.
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O t i l l  w a te rs  re f le c t  th e  2 7 -s q u a re -  

fo o t  b u ild in g  th a t  h o u sed  th e  lo c k  

m a c h in e ry  a t  th e  c a n a l’s m id d le  lo c k  

(a b o v e ). B e c a u s e  th e  g a te s  w e re  

o p e n e d  an d  c lo sed  by a s te a m  p u m p , 

e a c h  lo c k  re q u ire d  o n ly  a s ing le  

w o rk e r .

L e f t :A  v ie w  o f  th e  d ry  d o c k .T h e  

locks w e re  c o n s tru c te d  o f  l im e s to n e  

f ro m  th e  n e a rb y  S o n o ra  S to n e  

Q u a r r ie s .T h e  m i t e r  g a te s  w e re  b u ilt  

o f  c e d a r  an d  cypress  w o o d . E ach  lo ck  

w as 3 5 0  fe e t  lo n g , 80  fe e t  w id e  a t  th e  

s u rfa c e , an d  p ro v id e d  a m in im u m  

d e p th  o f  fiv e  fe e t .
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ALL THREE IMAGES: U S. ARMY CORPS OF ENGINEERS. ROCK ISLAND DISTRICT

T he L o w e r  L o c k  o f  th e  D e s  M o in e s  

R ap id s  C a n a l w as  a t  th e  fo o t  o f  th e  

ra p id s , a t  K e o k u k . In  th e  a b o v e  v ie w , 

ta k e n  by Bosse in 18 8 5 , th e  Louise is 

d o c k e d  a b o v e  th e  lo c k . B u ilt  by th e  

C o rp s  a t  th e  K e o k u k  b o a ty a rd , th e  

Louise  w as  a s in g le -d e c k , o n e -s ta c k  

to w b o a t .  A t  th e  e x p e n s e  o f  p o w e r, i t  

w as b u ilt  s m a ll to  m a n e u v e r  in th e  

canal.

L e f t r A t  th e  L o w e r  L o c k , th e  m a in  

b u ild in g s  w e re  c o n s tru c te d  in th e  

m ass ive  R o m a n e s q u e  s ty le  w ith  lo ­

c a lly  q u a r r ie d  s to n e  b lo cks . A t  th e  

r e a r  o f  th e  lo c k  g ro u n d s  w e re  m a ­

c h in e  a n d  r e p a ir  shops o f  th e  R o ck  Is ­

la n d  D is t r ic t  B o a ty a rd , w h e re  th e  

C o rp s  c o n s tru c te d  vessels an d  m a in ­

ta in e d  its  f le e t .  H e r e  a lso  w as th e  o f­

fic e  o f  th e  e n g in e e r  fo r  th is  s e c tio n  o f  

th e  r iv e r , M o n tg o m e r y  M e ig s . M e ig s  

w as a c a p a b le , h ig h ly  e d u c a te d  e n g i­

n e e r  a n d  th e  son o f  M o n tg o m e r y  C . 

M e ig s , w h o  had  firs t s u rv e y e d  th e  ra p ­

ids w ith  R o b e r t  E. L e e  in th e  1830s.
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I he s p a n k in g -n e w  d re d g e  th e  Phoen ix  w as  d o c k e d  in th e  

D es M o in e s  R ap ids  C a n a l w h e n  Bosse to o k  th is  im a g e  in 

I 888 . D re s s e d  to  th e  h ilt ,  h ig h -ra n k in g  C o rp s  e n g in e e rs  

stand  a t  a t te n t io n ;  a c re w  m e m b e r  s tr ik e s  a pose sus­

p e n d e d  o v e r  th e  w a te r  on  th e  b u c k e t o f  th e  c ra n e .

L ike  d r ill  b o a ts , ch ise l b o a ts , b u ild in g  an d  g ra s s h o p p e r  

barges, p ile  d r iv e rs , an d  d e r r ic k  b o a ts , d re d g e s  c o n tr ib u te d  

m ig h tily  to  th e  C o rp s  o f  E n g in e e rs ’ r iv e r  im p ro v e m e n ts .  

T e a m e d  w ith  snag b o a ts  an d  d y n a m ite ,  d re d g e s  re m o v e d  

b o u ld e rs , sand b ars , an d  su n ken  ships, an d  d re d g e d  an d  

scraped  s e d im e n t  f r o m  th e  c h a n n e l, h a rb o rs , an d  a t  th e  

m o u th s  o f t r ib u ta r ie s .

T h e  e a r lie s t  C o rp s  d re d g e s  on  th e  u p p e r  r iv e r  w e re  n o t  

s e lf-p ro p e lle d .T h e y  c o n s is te d  o f  a b a rg e  w ith  a c ra n e  o r  

b o o m , on  w h ic h  w as m o u n te d  a s ing le  d ip p e r  o p e ra te d  by 

a h o is tin g  e n g in e . A  c ra n e  o p e ra to r ,  tw o  o r  th r e e  

d eckh an d s , and  a f ire m a n  m a d e  up  th e  c re w .T h e  v a r ie ty  o f  

w o rk  c o n d u c te d  by d ip p e r  d re d g e s  re v e a le d  th e m  to  be  

v e rs a tile  and  w e ll a d a p te d  to  c o n s tru c t io n  p ro je c ts  an d  d e ­

bris re m o v a l. C iv il e n g in e e rs  fo u n d  th e m  h a n d y  to  m a n e u ­

v e r in c o n fin e d  spaces.

B es id es  th e  Phoenix ,  th e  C o rp s  d e p e n d e d  on tw o  m o re  

d re d g e s , th e  A ja x  an d  th e  Vulcan .T h e ir  n a m e s , d ra w n  fro m  

m y th o lo g ic a l im a g e ry  fo r  f ire  a n d  e x p lo s io n s , c o n ju re  up  

th e  h u g e  c lo u d s  o f  b la c k  co a l s m o k e  th a t  b illo w e d  fo r th  

f ro m  th e ir  s tacks  d u r in g  o p e ra t io n .

In  th e  C o rp s  o f  E n g in e e rs , n a m in g  a vessel is a t r a d it io n  

u su a lly  re s e rv e d  fo r  s e lf-p ro p e lle d  b o a ts ; th e  fa c t th a t  th e s e  

th r e e  d re d g e s  w e re  n a m e d  m a y  h ave  re f le c te d  th e i r  g ro w ­

ing  im p o r ta n c e  to  th e  C o rp s  f lo t il la .
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B o s s e  to o k  o n e  o f  th e  e a r l ie s t  p h o to g ra p h s  o f  h is to r ic  

M e c h a n ic ’s R o c k , im m o r ta l iz in g  its  s ig n ific a n c e  to  r iv e r  p i­

lo ts  an d  C o rp s  im p ro v e m e n ts . H e  p h o to g ra p h e d  th e  ro c k  

d u r in g  a s u rv e y  o f  th e  r iv e r  a t  th e  lo w  w a te r  o f  I 8 8 9 , h e n c e  

th e  in c lu s io n  o f  a ro d m a n .

M e c h a n ic ’s R o c k  w as  o n e  o f  th e  la rg e s t g la c ia l b o u ld e rs  

th a t  l i t t e r e d  th e  D e s  M o in e s  R a p id s .T h e  f iv e -to n  b o u ld e r  

had  a c q u ire d  its  n a m e  a f te r  b e in g  s tru c k  by th e  s te a m b o a t  

M e c h a n ic  in th e  I 8 3 0 s .T h e  cau se  o f  m a n y  w re c k s , 

M e c h a n ic ’s R o c k  w as m o v e d  f ro m  th e  n a v ig a tio n  c h a n n e l in 

th e  ra p id s  by a  te a m  o f  o x e n  in th e  I 840s .

F o r  th e  r e m a in d e r  o f  th e  c e n tu ry , M e c h a n ic ’s R o c k  b e ­

c a m e  a la n d m a r k  on  th e  U p p e r  M iss iss ipp i. E ven  a f te r  th e  

7 .6 -m ile  c a n a l w as b u ilt  to  s k ir t  th e  ra p id s , seaso n ed  

s te a m b o a t  p ilo ts  w h o  c o u ld  re a d  th e  ra p id s ’ e d d ie s  an d  

sw irls  used  M e c h a n ic ’s R o c k  to  n a v ig a te  th e  ro u g h  w a te r .

By th e  e n d  o f  th e  c e n tu ry , h o w e v e r, fe w  r a f t  p ilo ts  to o k  on  

th e  ra p id s , an d  th e n  o n ly  a t  h ig h  w a te r .

In  I 9 0 5 , C o n g re s s  a u th o r iz e d  th e  c o n s tru c t io n  o f  th e  

K e o k u k  D a m  a n d  P o w e r P la n t  s p a n n in g  th e  M iss iss ipp i. 

C o n s e q u e n tly , in 1913 th e  n e w  5 0 -s q u a re -m ile  L a k e  

K e o k u k  re s e r v o ir  in u n d a te d  th e  in fa m o u s  ra p id s  an d  th e  

bypass c a n a l. M e c h a n ic ’s R o c k  w as n o w  c o v e re d  by s o m e  I 7 

fe e t  o f  w a te r .

In  re c e n t  y e a rs , th e  h is to ry  a n d  e x a c t  lo c a t io n  o f  

M e c h a n ic ’s R o c k  h ave  b e e n  f u r t h e r  re s e a rc h e d . A s  a 1996  

Io w a  S e s q u ic e n te n n ia l p ro je c t ,  th e  c ity  o f  M o n tro s e  e n ­

lis te d  d iv e rs  an d  a m e c h a n ic a l d re d g e  to  r e t r ie v e  

M e c h a n ic ’s R o ck  f ro m  th e  d e e p , m u r k y  w a te rs  o f  th e  M is ­

s issippi, s o m e w h e re  n e a r  U p p e r  M ississipp i R iv e r  M ile  3 7 4 . 

T h e  e f fo r t  fa ile d , b u t  M e c h a n ic ’s R o ck  is n o w  u n d e r  c o n s id ­

e r a t io n  fo r  th e  N a t io n a l  R e g is te r  o f  H is to r ic  P laces .

B o sse ’s e v o c a tiv e  im a g e  o f  M e c h a n ic ’s R o ck  is a v iv id  re ­

m in d e r  o f  th e  “ g r e a t  e x p e r im e n t” — w h e n  th e  C o rp s  o f  E n ­

g in e e rs  w o rk e d  to  ta m e  th e  M ississipp i in to  a safe , n a v i­

g a b le  w a te rw a y . ❖
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