landmarks
Castle Rock,
Dakota County
			It’s anyone’s guess how
many formations named
		 Castle Rock dot the American landscape, but a cursory search
reveals that the name is attached
to outcroppings from New York to
Wisconsin to California. Most of
them don’t really resemble castles,
but geographic nomenclature does
not always inspire feats of the imagination. Castle Rock is also the name
given by Steven King to a fictional
town in Maine where bad things happen with stunning regularity.
Naturally, Minnesota has a Castle
Rock of its own. Actually, there are
at least two, including one relatively
obscure formation in Winona County.
Minnesota’s best known Castle Rock,
however, is located in Dakota County,
not far from the small community of
the same name. The rock—an irregular mass of St. Peter sandstone that
managed to survive the pulverizing
effect of glaciation—is now hidden
away in woods on private property, and
it’s a well-worn nub of its former self.
Before erosion, human mutilation, and a windstorm in 1920 took
their toll, the rock was an impressive
piece of natural sculpture, rising
more than 45 feet above the surrounding prairie, with a picturesque
pinnacle balanced precariously atop
its broad base. It was well known to
the Dakota people of the region, who
named it Inyan bosndata (“standing
rock”). Explorer Joseph Nicollet
visited the rock in the 1830s and
incorporated it into his famous 1843
Map of the Hydrographical Basin of the
Upper Mississippi. Later, Newton H.

Winchell and Warren Upham offered
a detailed description of the rock, one
of several formations of its kind in
Dakota County, in their final report on
The Geology of Minnesota, published
in 1888.
Once said to have been visible
from 20 miles away, the rock was
already a much-visited landmark
by 1870, when this photograph was
taken. The two men poised on the
rock are unidentified, but it’s a good

bet they carved their names or initials
into the soft white sandstone before
moving on, as did many hundreds of
others. With so many tourists scrambling about the fragile rock over the
years, it’s little wonder that the pinnacle eventually collapsed. It’s not clear
exactly when Castle Rock lost its most
spectacular feature, but photographs
show that the pinnacle was gone by
the 1920s.
—Larry Millett
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