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ater. That's what attracts people to Hot
Springs. Old documents show that Ameri-
can Indians knew about and bathed in the hot
springs during the late 1700s and early 1800s.
Their ancestors may have also known about the
hot springs. Some believe that the traces of minerals and an
average temperature of 143°F/62°C give the waters whatever
therapeutic properties they may have. People also drink the
waters from the cold springs, which have different chemical
components and properties. Besides determining the chemical
composition and origins of the waters, scientists have deter-
mined that the waters emerging from these hot springs are
over 4,000 years old. The park collects 700,000 gallons a day
for use in the public
drinking fountains and
bathhouses.

The bathhouses piped the hot
spring waters into tubs. Some
offered specialty treatments,
like this Hubbard tub used for
physical therapy. Ailing visitors
had little interest in soaking out
in nature.

Hot Springs National Park is an un-
usual blend of a highly developed
park in a small city surrounded by
low-lying mountains abounding in
plant life and wildlife. It is a park
with a past, too. The picture on the
cover (above) shows Bathhouse Row
as it looked in 1888. None of these
bathhouses exists in this form to-
day, although some of the names
live on in present-day structures.
New, fireproof structures took their
places. The Fordyce Bathhouse sits
on the site of the Palace shown in
the picture. The water boy with his

pot and cups (far left) was a famil-
iar sight in the late 1800s. From left
to right, photographs reveal the di-
verse attractions of Hot Springs Na-
tional Park today. When staffing al-
lows, rangers lead tours to the open
hot springs. Spring, summer, and
fall wildflowers like the wild phlox
shown here adorn the park’s 26
miles of hiking trails. Gently round-
ed mountains are clad in green—ad-
mired here by a hiker at Goat Rock
Overlook. The historic Buckstaff and
Quapaw bathhouses offer a chance
to relax in the hot spring water.

French trappers, hunters, and traders became familiar with this
region during the 17th and 18th centuries. In 1803 the United States
acquired the area when it purchased the Louisiana Territory from
France. The next year President Thomas Jefferson dispatched an
expedition led by William Dunbar and George Hunter to explore
the newly acquired springs. Their report to the president was widely
publicized and stirred up interest in the Hot Springs of the Washita.

In the years that followed, more and more people came here to soak
in the waters. Soon the idea of “reserving” the springs for the nation
took root, and territorial representative Ambrose H. Sevier sent a
proposal to Congress. Then in 1832 the federal government took
the unprecedented step of setting aside four sections of land here.
It was the first U.S. reservation created to protect a natural resource.
Boundaries were not marked, and by the mid-1800s individuals had
filed claims and counterclaims on the springs and surrounding land.

The Early Years The first bathhouses were crude canvas and lum-
ber structures, little more than tents perched over individual
springs or reservoirs carved out of the rock. Later, businessmen
built wooden structures, but they frequently burned, collapsed
because of shoddy construction, or rotted due to continued expo-
sure to water and steam. Hot Springs Creek, which ran right
through the middle of all this activity, drained its own watershed
and collected the runoff of the springs. Generally it was an eye-
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the creek into a channel, roofed it over, and laid a road above it.
Much of it runs beneath Central Avenue today.

Seeking Heaith and Luxury The government took active control
of the springs and reservation for the first time after all the pri-
vate claims on reservation land were settled in 1877. It approved
blueprints for private bathhouses ranging from simple to luxuri-
ous. The government even operated a free bathhouse and public
health facility for those unable to pay for baths recommended
by their physician. Gradually Hot Springs came to be called “The
American Spa.” Such slogans as “Uncle Sam Bathes the World”
and “The Nation’s Health Sanitarium” were used to promote the
city. Because minorities did not have equal access to the bath-
houses on Bathhouse Row, African Americans opened their own
facilities nearby beginning in 1905.

By 1921 the Hot Springs Reservation had become popular with
vacationers and health remedy seekers. The new National Park
Service’s first director, Stephen Mather, convinced Congress to de--
clare the reservation the 18th national park. Monumental bath-
houses built along Bathhouse Row about that time catered to
crowds of health-seekers. These new establishments, full of the
latest equipment, pampered the bather in artful surroundings.
The most expensive decorated their walls, floors, and partitions
in marble and tile. Some rooms sported polished brass, murals,
fountains, statues, and even stained glass. Gymnasiums and beauty
shops helped cure-seekers in their efforts to feel and look better.
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The Army/Navy Hospital, now the Hot Springs Rehabilitation
Center, is located just above the south end of Bathhouse Row. Its
use of the hot spring water for treatments contributed to a boost
in the bathing business during and immediately after Worid War
Il. By the 1950s changes in medicine led to a rapid decline in the
use of water therapies. People also began taking driving vacations
rather than traveling by train to a single destination. One by one,
as business declined, the bathhouses began to close. The Buckstaff
has been in continuous operation since it opened in 1912 and is
the only bathhouse on Bathhouse Row that provides the tradi-
tional therapeutic bathing experience.

The Spa Today Despite the decline, bathing continues to be a
popular pastime. Options available today still include tub bath,
shower, steam cabinet, hot and cold packs, whirlpool, and mas-
sage. The Quapaw Bathhouse offers a modern-day spa with coed
pools and spa services. Private businesses operate the Buckstaff
and Quapaw, and their services are regulated and inspected by
the National Park Service. You can get information about rates
and services at the bathhouses or the Hot Springs National Park
Visitor Center.

Do not pass up the opportunity to experience bathing in the hot
spring waters. In a couple of hours you may find more relaxation
and pleasure than you had ever imagined. You will join a long
line of people who have bathed in the hot springs of Arkansas—
a line that goes back centuries.

Durlnq the Golden Age-
of Bathing over a million
visitors a year immersed
themselves in the park’s
hot waters. They then
strolled Bathhouse Row
with cups to “quaff the
elixir” at decorative
fountains. Today visitors
fill bottles at jug foun-
tains that dispense the

—odorless, flavorl

colorless HL,,L id
ter is tested regular‘ to
ensure quality. Various
open springs and the Hot
Water Cascade above Arl-
ington Lawn show how
the area looked 200
years ago, before anyone
built a bathhouse. All
that steam gave rise to

day greui boxes cov
most of the 47 springs to
prevent contamination.
The water was first pro-
tected for all people to
enjoy—not just a privi-
leged few. That tradi-
tion of active use is very
much alive.

Hot Springs National
Park is not in a volcanic
region. The water is
heated by a different
process. Outcroppings
of Bigfork Chert and
Arkansas Novaculite

absorb rainfall in an
arc from the northeast
around to the east
Pores and frac-

tures in the

rock conduct the water
deep into the Earth.

As the water percolates
downward, increasingly
warmer rock heats it at a
rate of about 4°F every
300 feet. This is the aver-
age geothermal gradient
worldwide, caused by
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gravitational compres-
sion and by the break-
down of naturally occur-

ring radioactive elements.

In the process the water
dissolves minerals out of
the rock. Eventually the
water meets faults and
joints leading up to the
lower west slope of Hot
Springs Mountain,
where it surfaces.

Bythe 1960s traditional
bathing was in decline
and the bathhouses be-
gan to close their doors.
Unused, the buildings
fell into disrepair. By
1985 only the Buckstaff
remained open. In the
1980s the National Park
Service began exploring
ways to return the bath-
houses and Bathhouse
Row to the splendor, if

not the function, of their

heyday. This led to tt
Qdapax Baths reopening
as a day spa with pools,
and the Ozark Bathhouse
to open as the Museum
of Contemporary Art of
Hot Springs.

In 2004 the park received
the first of several appro-
priations to rehabilitate
the vacant bathhouses

and make them leasable.
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hot Sprmgs Now you
can tour the Fordyce
and see its original
splendor. In 1989 the
Fordyce, closed since
1962, reopened as the
park visitor center and
a museum.

After extensive restora-
tion the bathhouse looks
as it did in its early years.
All of the women'’s side
and some of the men’s
side of the building are
outfitted with the furni-
ture and equipment of
the time: steam cabinets,
Zander mechano-therapy
equipment, tubs, mas-
sage tables, sitz tubs,
Hubbard tub, chiropody
tools, billiard table, Knabe
piano, beauty parlor, and
hydrotherapy equipment.




Visiting Hot Springs
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