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Springtime in Virginia is a time for leisure and 

relaxation as we see in our lives today by celebrating the 

arrival of this magical season by playing and lounging in 

the waters of Rockbridge county. Things haven't changed much 

since the 1800's, a period when, perhaps more than today, 

people turned to the waters for a break from the sweltering 

heat. But in the mid Lo late 1800's, the waters of 

Rockbridge Alum Springs held more than recreational Vdlue to 

the people of Virginia and the east coast. The springs were 

believed to be of incredibile medical value to those 

stricken by sickness or disease. In this paper, I will look 

at the popularity of these springs and compare it to that of 

the White Sulphur Springs in Greenbrier County, West 

Virginia . Primary focus will be on the similarities and 

differences in the medical values of the respective springs, 

with comparisons of the social life and clientele at the two 

resorts. The two springs definitely had different appeal to 

va1"ying types of people, according to thei1· status and 

affliction. is evidenced as we look at the histories of 

the resorts and the different roles they played in the 

resort indust;y at its '.ieight in the mid- to - late-...nineteenth 

Rockbridge Alum Springs, :ocated in a valley between 

North Mountain and ~ill Mountdin in the picturesque 

mountains of ...Jester·-. Virgi:-iia was knov.Jn as one of the 



premier medicinal springs in the nation. Its popularity was 

widespread among those who had an illness and had been 

referred there by their physician. The spring was thought to 

cure many illnesses including phthisis, menorrhogia, 

prolapsed uterus, and other s k in and g l andular diseases. In 

the case of Mister A.D. Metcalfe, t he pat i ent reportedly was 

suffering from a liver affliction with cough and dyspepsia . 

After drinking the spring water, he praised the water's 

power, saying that it "appeals to the liver with gentle 

action on the bowels, improving appetite and digestion, and 

producing a general tonic effect on the whole body." A l ocal 

doctor by the name of Moorman, sang the praises of the 

waters, saying that it was effective in the curing of such 

illnesses as anemic conditions, bronchitis, and gastraglia . 

The spring was probably, however, best known for its success 

in curing scrufu l ous diseases , usually appearing as small 

tumors on the patient's skin. Such cases were often referred 

to the springs where the patient, after a sufficient 

allowance of time for travel fatigue to wear off, would 

undergo a the1·apeutic treatment of bathing in, and drinking 

the waters to remedy the tumors. Many physicians sang the 

praises of the springs as their patients reported amazing 

recoveries. A Mister N.B. Scriven came to the springs with 

such a case, and after two months of treatment was pleased 

to announce, " a full and satisfactory recovery, " from his 

tumors . The reputation of the springs were not limited to 

Virginia or the east coast. A very prominent doctor by the 



name of Cartwright in New Orleans, Louisiana , regularly 

sent his patients to the hills of Rockbridge county to seek 

treatment of various disorders. In 1870, he stated that he, 

in truth knew, " of no wate,- in Europe or in America, so 

rich in medical substance as that of the Rockbridge Alum 

Springs." He prescribed the water to patients for cases of 

dyspepsia, consumption, indigestion, bronchitis, laryngitis, 

pneumonia, diarrhoea, dysentery, and constituted syphilis 

In 1881, he fell ill, and himself used the waters that he 

had praised some eleven years earlier. 

The resort was doing so well financially, and was 

popular with its clientele, that the water ~~as bottled and 

sold in a widespread market in order to reach those who 

might not be able to bear the financial burden of a trip to 

Virginia to take in the waters.The water was sold in general 

stores in Virginia, Maryland, Pennsylvania, New York, 

Massachusetts, Ohio, Kentucky, Tennessee, Alabama, 

Mississippi, Texas, Georgia, South Carolina, and North 

Carolina. The water was looked upon in such favor, it was 

compared with the great European springs at Aix-La-Chapelle 

in France, and the Turnbridge and Bath spas in England. 

Upon examination of one of the many analyses of the 

springs at the Rockbridge Alum site, we see that in one 

gallon of Rockbridge Alum Spring water, there are twenty two 

different types of anhydrous constituents, with the most 

prevalent being aluminum in all four springs. Also making up 

a large portion of the minerals are; calcium, magnesium, 



sulphuric acid, and silicic acid (see cha1t 1). The most 

important element found in the sp1ings, medicinally, is 

carbonate of iron, which had proven effectiveness against 

anemic conditions and uterine p1oblems. Other prevalent 

minerals of known medical substance are carbonate of 

magnesium and lithium. The springs we1e found to be 

chalybeate springs with the analysis finding the wate1s to 

be alterative, tonic, diuretic, astringent, and purgative. 

The alum and iodine in the wate1 we1e what made it favo1able 

to the treatment of the sc1ufulous diseases fo1 which it was 

so well known to cure ·ihese rnine1als we1e also known to be 

directly related to the treatment of ulce1ations of the 

mouth and throat, ch1onic bronchitis, incipient consumption, 

gastraglia, dyspepsia, and others believed at the time to be 

healed by the wate1 at the reso1t. Also considered 

invaluable to the springs were the minerals which caused the 

water to be labeled as acidulous ferruginous, meaning that 

the water contained alum and iron. Coupling these elements 

with the aforementioned alum iodine, and arsenic and copper, 

we are presented with a liquid that was considered 

invaluable to the health care profession in that period of 

time. 

The more prominent White Sulphur Springs of West 

Virginia, always thought of as more of a social, than 

~edical resort, tend to pale in a medical sense when 

compared to the Rockbridge Alum Springs. These springs, 

known throughout the world as one of the finest springs 



resorts in the world, do not seem to have anywhere near the 

medicinal value of their Virginian counterparts. In 

broc~0res advertising the White Sulpher Springs, the 

ilnesses listed fN treatment at their facility include the ~~fi 
...----; ,...- CL ( 

+al l owing: dyspepsia, stomach, liver and bowel problems, +~\\-e-V"-\.~~ 
r, \)..~ 

jaundice, kidney, nervous, and bladder affections, ~Cu 

diorrhoea, costiveness, affections on the brain, hay fever, 1
(., 

malaria, gou t , rheumatism, skin disease, bronchitis, asthma, 

alcoholism, and opium addiction. Qui t e a long list, however, 

if we look further along in the pamphlet, we notice that in 

the testimonial section, where people usually sing the 

praises of the healing powers of the springs, the letters 

only mention the social life a t t he resort.In the Rockbridge 

Alum advertisement, we see all sorts of success stories in 

this section. Also in the White Sulpher pamphlet, is an 

explanation that states that the water at the resort is very 

slow acting, and healing usually requires quite a lenghthy 

stay at the resort. Through reading this brochure, we, the 

modern consumer, can see that this is a ploy to retain 

guests longer in order to make more money. They go on to say 

that if a patient sannot afford the trip, that they will 

sell the water at five dollars per barrel. These waters were 

not as popular as the Rockbridge waters, and were sold only 

in Virginia, Maryland, Washington D.C .• Pennsylvania, South 

Carolina, Louisiana, and New York . 

In an analysis of the White Sulphur Springs by a 

Professor Hayes, of Boston, we see that in one gallon of the 
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water, there are nineteen thousand cubic inches of gases , 

the most preva lent being nitrogen, ox ygen, carbonic, and 

~ydrosulphuric acid. In fifty thousand grains of the water, 

one hundred fifteen thousand one hundred saline particles 

are found. T~e 11ighest concentrations are of sulfate of 

lime, sulfate of magnesia, chloride of magnesium, carbonate 

of !ime, organic matter, and other silicates (see chart 

two).Of particular interest to the medicinal powers of that 

spring was the organic matter, which helped form the hydro 

sulfuric acid. Prof essor Hayes r·emar ks, " The organic 

matter, in contact with earthy sulfur, at a moderate 

t emperature produces hydro sulfuric acid which can be 

traced. The hydro sulfuric acid results from its natural 

activity and is one of the active substances within the 

reach of physicians . " 

One of the explanations for the long list of illnesses 

cured by the White Sulphur, is the fact that patien t s were 

treated in three different manners, where in the Roc kbr i dge 

area, the water was primarily consumed, and sometimes used 

for bathing. The White Sulphur waters were imbibed, bathed 

in, after being heated,· and at its natural temperature. af!ci 

used in the making of mud baths. As a drink, the water was 

supposed to cure liver, skin, bowel, and ki d ney disor ders. 

As a drink the water had to be used for extended amounts of 

time, and the deg r ee of healing was directly proportiona l to 

the amount of water i mbibed. As a beverage, the water was 



best known as an alterative force, causing salutary changes 

in the composition of the patient's blood. 

As a bath, the water could be utilized in two ways; as 

a thermal, or as a bath at natural temperature, which was 

sixty two fahrenheit degrees year round. The baths were said 

to cure rheumatism, gout , neuralgia, atrophy of the muscles . 

paralysis, and other skin and lymphatic diseases. The degree 

of healing was said to be directly proportional to the 

temperature and length of the bath. The thermal baths were 

not heated directly, for fear of losing some of the key 

minerals through evaporation. Instead, as the water cooled, 

a pure water steam would be applied to the water to keep it 

at a constant temperature. The mud baths were made with soil 

and the spring water and were said to aid in the treatment 

of rheumatism and neuralgia. 

Aside from the medical aspects of these two springs 

was the fact that in order to remain in business, ~or in 

fact the primary interest of the proprietors was their 

livelihood, not the health of others, one had to bring 

people to these resorts. The cost of maintaining and 

operating a resort was fantastic, and there were not enough 

invalids to keep all the springs on the east coast in 

operation. This is the aspect i~ which the White Sulphur 

Springs held a decided advantage over Rockbridge Alum 

Springs. One of the primary reasons that the White Sulphur 

was more successful was its location and accessibility. The 

resort was easily reached by horse or coach from all parts 



of the coast, and was accessible by water by boating up the 

Mississippi and Ohio Rivers. It was one of the first resorts 

reached by northeners coming south for the summer. 

Rockbridge Alum Springs was not so easily reached. It also 

being one of the northernmost resorts, was inaccessible by 

boat, but could be reached by rai l, when a track was 

extended from Goshen depot to the resort. However, the 

building of the James River and Kanawha Turnpike gave the 

~hite Sulphur a great jump in business, and took away from 

the patronage of several Virginia resorts, including the 

Rockbridge Alum. 

These factors, plus the reputation as one of the biggest 

social hot spots on the east coast, made the White Sulphur 

more prestigious than any other resort in the nation. The 

social calendar included three dances every week with more 

on special weeks such as the Robert E. Lee week, celebrating 

Lee's birthday, during which there was a formal dance each 

night. The White Sulphur also boasted the nation 's first 

golf course in 1884 and first golf tournament in 1887 . In 

additiom to this, there were countless recreational 

activities to occupy the guests, besides relaxing and taking 

'·~ h . ~1.e easy. T .1s reputation and prestiege made the White 

Sulphur the most popular and fashionable resort of the 

prominent families in America. Almost every President of the 

United States made the resort their summer White House. 

Andrew Jackson spent his summers there, as did Martin Van 

Buren, who solved the economic crisis of 1837 at the White 



Sulphur Springs Resort. Other prominent citizens like Henry 

Clay and the Robert E. Lee family vacationed there. 

The Rockbridge Alum Springs Resort also boasted some very 

prominent guests. including Confederate General James Gavin 

Field, General Francis H. Smith (V.M.I.'s first president), 

John Lechter (Virginia's wartime Governor). Cyrus McCormick, 

for whom the McCormick cottage was named, and Mary Custiss 

Lee, wife of R.E. Lee, who was an arthritic patient. But 

with the caliber of competition being offered by the White 

Sulphu~ Springs Resort, the Rockbridge Alum Springs Resort 

was forced to try to keep up. A nine hole golf course was 

built, beginninng and ending at the Grand Hotel. 

Advertisements also boasted facilities for bowling, tennis, 

and dancing on the premises, but by the time that the resort 

retaliated in its defense, the resort craze had all but 

ended, with the advent of modern medicine and especially the 

birth of the automobile. One resort employee stated that the 

facililies were wonderful but were seldom used ," due to the 

laz:ness of our guests." By the end of the nineteenth 

century, the Rockbridge Alum Springs Resort was in serious 

trouble, and in 1903, the Grand Hotel was closed. It seemed 

that the resort could not regain t he popularity it had 

enjoyed before the Civil ~ar. 

I~ turns out that the new discoveries in medicine, and 

the new automobile spelled disaster for nost of t~e springs 

resorts in the area. Only the White Sulphur Springs retained 

its popularity and fashionable reputatio~. and still 



continues to operate today. An era of American medicine and 

recreation had come to an end. 

As we look at the similarities and differences between 

the Rockbridge Alum Springs Resort and the White Sulphur 

Springs Resort, it is clear that the Rockbridge Alumf Resort 

was probably the most significant of its kind in terms of 

medical application, and the White Sulphur was undoubtedly 

the heighL of society ·and fashion in the mid to late 

nineteenth century. Each will hold its place 1n history 

proudly, but the Rockbridge Alum Springs Resort is destined 

to always be known as it was in a publication on the resorts 

of the Vir·gi:-iias publisf-ied in 1891; " ... second only to the 

W~ite Sulphur Springs Resort of West Virginia in popularity 

vJith the fashionable elite." 
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