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W a t e r !  G o d ' s  w o n d e r f u l  e l i x i r  o f  l i f e  
P e a c e f u l l y  f l o w i n g  n e ' e r  s i g n  o f  s t r i f e ,  
Upwards  f r o m  i t s  deep b o w l  o f  h i d d e n  w e a l t h  

Comes f o r t h  H i s  message o f  b e t t e r  h e a l t h .  
(Poem on t o u r i s t  p a m p h l e t ,  1930s ,  T h e r m o p o l i s ,  
Wyoming)  

For thousands  of y e a r s ,  people have  
sought  t o  cu re  a  v a r i e t y  of phys ica l  a n d  
mental i l l s  through the  use of spec ia l  water  
adminis tered  over the  body o r  t aken  in te rna l -  
l y .  Pious Muslim pilgrims to Mecca s t i l l  
d r i n k  from the  sac red  well of Zum Zum be- 
l i ev ing  i t  promotes well-being. In  the  Chris- 
t i a n  t r a d i t i o n ,  different  forms of baptism 
with water  symbolize new pur i f i ca t ion  a n d  
s p i r i t u a l  well-being. Taking a  c lue  from 
these  a n d  o ther  sac red  uses  of w a t e r ,  t h i s  
p a p e r  inves t iga tes  a  p a r t i c u l a r  subse t  of 
the  use of spec ia l  wa te r ,  d r i n k i n g  from or  
b a t h i n g  i n  hot s p r i n g s  a s  a  c u r a t i v e  t r ea t -  
ment. 

During 1981-83, e thnograph ic  r e s e a r c h  
on thermal  s p r i n g s  c u r i n g  was conducted 
i n  the  western United States a n d  I s r a e l  us ing  
the  methods of par t ic ipant -observat ion  a n d  
in terviewing.  Field r e sea rch  i n  va r ious  
locat ions focused on two towns with developed 
hel th  r e so r t s  or  s p a s  us ing thermal s p r i n g s  
for c u r a t i v e  purposes i n  the i r  f ac i l i t i e s .  
Att i tudes toward the  hea l ing  eff icacy a n d  
loca l  s igni f icance  of the  s p r i n g s  were collect- 
ed  from h i s to r i ca l  documents, contemporary 
newspaper accounts ,  a n d  local  subjec t  in ter -  
views a n d  behavior .  The research  seeks 
to demonstrate t h a t  thermal s p r i n g  water  
i s  viewed a s  heal thful  by  people who a t  
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l eas t  p a r t i a l l y  subscr ibe  to a  folk belief 
system which,  i n  many respects ,  i s  a n  a l t e r -  
na t ive  to  sc ient i f ic  medicine. 

The a n a l y s i s  proceeds in  four p a r t s .  
F i r s t ,  a  theore t ica l  perspective b a s e d  on 
symbolic, s t r u c t u r a l ,  a n d  folkloric  a n a l y s i s  
ind ica tes  the  l i n k a g e  of wa te r ,  l i f e ,  a n d  
hea l th  i n  the  thought  p a t t e r n s  of ancient  
Indo-European a n d  Semitic peoples. The 
Galenic humoral medical system b u i l t  on the  
opposi t ions wet/dry a n d  hot/cold i s  shown 
to  provide the  framework for hot s p r i n g s  
c u r i n g  bel iefs .  Given t h i s  framework, sec- 
t ion 2 d iscusses  mythological a n d  h i s to r i ca l  
accounts  of the  specif ic  thermal s p r i n g s  ana -  
lyzed by the  inves t iga to r s  to  demonstrate 
t h a t  there  i s  a  s u p e r n a t u r a l  component l inked 
to  i d e a s  of hea l ing .  In  the  t h i r d  sect ion,  
a n a l y s i s  of contemporary belief i n  thermal 
s p r i n g s  documents how cur ing  a c t i v i t y  with 
symbolic a n d  s u p e r n a t u r a l  elements now incor- 
pora tes  a  sc ient i f ic  o r  r ec rea t iona l  idiom. 
The f i n a l  section offers  h i s to r i ca l  a n d  cultu-  
r a l  exp lana t ions  for the  chang ing  a t t i tudes  
toward thermal  s p r i n g  cur ing  i n  terms of 
folk ve r sus  biomedical ( sc ient i f ic )  cu r ing  
t r ad i t ions .  

Medical systems f ind  t h e i r  o r i g i n s  in  
human at tempts to control  d i sease  a n d  dea th .  
Folk o r  t r a d i t i o n a l  c u r i n g  systems may 
be d i s t ingu i shed  from sc ient i f ic  o r  modern 
biomedical cu r ing  systems by four major 
points  of con t ras t .  Scientific medicine i s  
ma te r i a l i s t i c  ; t h a t  i s ,  i t  descr ibes  a n d  ex- 
p l a i n s  events  within the  body i n  ma te r i a l  
terms where folk cu r ing  often descr ibes  o r  
e x p l a i n s  i l lness  i n  s p i r i t u a l  o r  menta l i s t ic  
terms (Morley 1980; Berliner a n d  Salmon 
1980). (1  ) Scientific medicine i s  object ive;  
i t  conceptual izes i l lness  a s  a  set  of obser- 
v a b l e ,  phys ica l  events  where t r a d i t i o n a l  



c u r i n g  t a k e s  the  p a t i e n t ' s  subjec t ive  exper i -  
ence a s  pr imary  (Morley 1978: 15; Romanucci- 
Ross 1983: vi i i -xi  1 .  Scientific medicine is 
speci f ic ;  every  d i sease  h a s  a  unique  et iology 
where folk medical systems may pos tu la te  
t h a t  a l l  i l l ness  i s  a  r e su l t  of soul  loss ,  
wi tchcraf t ,  e tc .  , r e g a r d l e s s  of the  specif ic  
manifestat ions of d i sease  (Morley 1978: 2-3). 
F i n a l l y ,  sc ient i f ic  medicine i s  reduct ionis t ic ;  
i t  ope ra tes  p r imar i ly  a t  the  level  of the  
ce l l  r a t h e r  t h a n  the  level  of the  e n t i r e  person 
(Morley 1978: 1 4 ;  Romanucci-Ross 1983: 15-17). 
P e r h a p s  the  most important  impetus to  the  
l a t e  nineteenth cen tu ry  t ransformat ion  of 
medical  prac t ice  from a hea l ing  a r t  to  a  
science was the  discovery of the  role of the  
microbe in  d i sease  causa t ion  (Gebhard  1976: 
87-97). C lea r ly ,  hot s p r i n g s  a r e  a  folk 
medical  p rac t i ce  s ince  emphasis  is on the  
p a t i e n t ' s  fee l ings ,  the  en t i r e  body i s  immersed 
a n d  the  method is used for a wide v a r i e t y  
of i l lnesses .  

Hot Springs Curing-Theoretical Perspectives 

Balneology, the  treatment of d i sease  
b y  b a t h s  a n d  the  waters  of mineral  s p r i n g s ,  
is a n  ancient  t r a d i t i o n a l  c u r i n g  system. 
The word comes from the  La t in ,  "balneum," 
b a t h .  lnges t ion  o r  immersion i n  l i q u i d  for 
h e a l t h  purposes  was a p p a r e n t l y  a  widespread 
custom i n  the  ancient  world. In p a r t ,  l i q u i d  
i t se l f  was viewed a s  l i fe  enhanc ing .  

Using a psychoana ly t i c ,  symbolic, a n d  
s t r u c t u r a l  framework, Alan Dundes ana lyzes  
the  e v i l  eye belief system which i s  common 
among Semitic a n d  Indo-European peoples 
b u t  r e l a t ive ly  r a r e  i n  the  r e s t  of the  world 
(1980:94). The ev i l  eye i s  a  belief system 
based  on the  idea  t h a t  a n  i n d i v i d u a l  h a s  
the  power to  cause  harm to  ano the r ,  i l l n e s s ,  
d e a t h ,  o r  des t ruct ion .  Dundes notes t h a t  
consequences for the  victim of the  e v i l  eye 



seem to involve a d r y i n g  o r  dess ica t ion  pro- 
cess--"if the  object a t t acked  i s  a cow, i t s  
milk may d r y  u p ;  i f  a p l a n t  o r  a f r u i t  t r e e ,  
i t  may suddenly  wither  a n d  die" (1980:93). 
He concludes t h a t  the  idea  t h a t  l i fe  depends 
on l i q u i d  was a bas ic  p r inc ip le  of the  ancient  
Mediterranean world. Bodily f l u i d s ,  semen, 
milk, blood, b i l e ,  s a l i v a  mean l i fe  while 
loss of such f lu ids  means dea th .  To use 
Levi-Strauss ' s approach ( 1967:202-228), wet 
a n d  d r y  a r e  a bas ic  b i n a r y  opposi t ion i n  
Semitic a n d  Indo-European thought  a n d  a r e  
a t ransformat ion  of the  opposition l i fe  a n d  
dea th .  These unconscious ca tegor ies  may 
manifest themselves i n  many di f ferent  customs. 
For example,  on fest ive occasions,  i n  many 
European t r a d i t i o n s ,  toas t ing  with wine o r  
o ther  beverages  involves a sa lu ta t ion  along 
the  l ines  of "To your heal th ."  Thus ,  hea l th  
i s  associa ted  with the  ingest ion of a l iqu id .  
The Eas tern  European Jewish t r a d i t i o n  of 
toas t ing  may a l so  be  compared with the  
Hebrew p h r a s e ,  l'chairn, "to l i fe .  " Clear ly ,  
the re  i s  a widespread associa t ion  between 
l i f e ,  h e a l t h ,  a n d  t ak ing  i n  a l i q u i d .  

Folktales a l so  confirm the  notion t h a t  
l i q u i d  i s  l i fe .  Stories of a founta in  of youth 
o r  l i fe  a r e  well known. The magic l i q u i d  
c a n  cure  wounds, b r i n g  the  d e a d  back t o  
l i f e ,  a n d  make the  old young. If a g i n g  
consis ts  of the  diminution of precious f l u i d s ,  
inc luding wrinkl ing  o r  "drying" of the  face ,  
loss of a b i l i t y  to produce b r e a s t  milk o r  
semen ( l a c k  of i n t e r n a l  f l u i d ) ,  then  to  r eve r se  
the  process ,  one must inc rease  the  supp ly  
of a v a i l a b l e  l iqu id  (Dundes 1980: 108).  Fur- 
the r  confirmation comes from the  Judeo-Christ- 
i a n  wri t ten  t r ad i t ion  which equa tes  p a r a d i s e  
o r  the  promised l a n d ,  a s  one which i s  flowing 
with milk and honey (Dundes 1980: 132).  
Hell on the  other  hand  i s  f i e ry  a n d  d r y .  



According to the  Bible, man was c rea ted  
from dus t  a n d  to dus t  he r e t u r n s  a f t e r  d e a t h .  
Thus d ryness  i s  equa ted  with d e a t h ,  a n d  
l i f e ,  even e t e r n a l  l i f e ,  with flowing l i q u i d s .  
Is lam makes a s imi la r  equa t ion .  "Then f e a r  
the  f i r e ,  whose fuel  i s  men a n d  stones pre- 
p a r e d  for unbe l i eve r s . .  .Give thou good t i d i n g s  
to  those who bel ieve . .  . t h a t  for them awai t  
g a r d e n s  underneath  which r i v e r s  flow.. ." 
(Arber ry  1955:32). 

Hot s p r i n g s  c u r i n g  inc ludes  the  app l i ca -  
t ion of hea t  in addi t ion  to wetness. I t  i s  
l i k e l y  t h a t  a  double b i n a r y  opposi t ion,  
wet/dry a n d  hot/cold, under l i e s  Indo-European 
i d e a s  about  l i fe  a n d  hea l th .  Confirmation 
for t h i s  point comes from the  medical system 
of Galen, the  Greek phys ic ian  a n d  wr i t e r  
who was ins t rumenta l  i n  formulat ing a medical 
system based  prec ise ly  on these  opposi t ions.  
Galen wrote of the  four humors, blood, yellow 
b i l e ,  b l ack  b i l e ,  a n d  phlegm which m u s t  be  
i n  proper  ba lance  to  ensure  the  hea l th  of 
the  i n d i v i d u a l  (Penka la  1980). S ign i f i can t ly ,  
blood i s  composed of hea t  a n d  wetness;  yellow 
b i l e  i s  hot a n d  d r y ;  b lack  b i l e  i s  cold a n d  
d r y ;  a n d  phlegm i s  cold a n d  wet. Blood 
therefore seems to  evoke the  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  
found in  hot s p r i n g s .  Addit ional  confirmation 
comes from societ ies  where the  Galenic medical 
system s t i l l  ope ra tes .  Penkala  ( 1980: 214 
h a s  repor ted  t h a t  a  hakim, a h e r b a l  phys ic ian  
i n  Afghanis tan  who used the  humoral  system 
i n  d iagnos i s  a n d  t rea tment ,  c l a s s i f i ed  the  
s t a g e s  o i  l i fe  a s  chi ldhood,  hot/wet ; youth ,  
ho t /d ry ;  ma tu r i ty ,  co ld /d ry ;  a n d  old a g e ,  
cold/wet. Thus childhood,  the  most vigorous 
time of l i f e ,  i s  associa ted  ind i rec t ly  with 
blood, a n d ,  b y  implicat ion,  with hot s p r i n g s .  

Symbolic a n a l y s i s  h a s  shown t h a t  the  
multi-faceted meanings of symbolic thought  
may f requent ly  invoke human biological  
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process (Turner  1967: 2 8 ) .  For example ,  red- 
ness  symbolizing violence o r  war  incorpora tes  
the  metaphor of bloodshed. In the  case  
of thermal  mineral  wa te r ,  i t  seems l ike ly  
t h a t  a  s t rong symbolic connection c a n  be  
made between t h a t  water  a n d  bodily f l u i d s ,  
e spec ia l ly  blood. These a r e  warm, have  
s imi la r  s a l t y  t a s t e s  a n d  opaque appearances  
while p u r e  water  l acks  these qua l i t i e s .  

Dundes a l s o  a r g u e s  t h a t  e v i l  eye bel iefs  
incorpora te  a n  equi l ibr ium model. There 
i s  a  limited amount of good i n  the  world 
--health, weal th ,  etc .  If one person h a s  
a n  abundance ,  t h a t  means another  necessa r i ly  
l a c k s  a n d  seeks to  g a i n  a t  the  expense of the 
f i r s t ,  therefore project ing the  e v i l  eye. 
If Dundes i s  correct  about  t h i s  p r inc ip le ,  
in t e res t ing  conclusions c a n  be made about  
hot s p r i n g s .  Spr ings  with t h e i r  mysterious 
a n d  never-ending flow would a p p e a r  to  contra-  
d ic t  a n  equi l ibr ium model of the  n a t u r a l  
world.  A resolut ion of t h i s  problem might 
be to  impar t  s u p e r n a t u r a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  
t o  s p r i n g s ;  o r  pe rhaps  they might be  viewed 
a s  o r ig ina t ing  from s u p e r n a t u r a l  agency ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  i f  the  water  h a d  a n y  o ther  un- 
u s u a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c ~  such a s  a  spec ia l  smell,  
t a s t e ,  o r  h e a t .  

Historical and Mythological Accounts 

Many of the s w - i e s  about  thermal 
s p r i n g s  t e l l  of the i r  miraculous o r ig in  v i a  
superhuman power o r  s u p e r n a t u r a l  event .  
The c l a s s i c  examples of t h i s  found i n  I s r a e l  
a r e  Arab o r  Bedouin legends  t h a t  a t t r i b u t e  
the  heat  of thermal s p r i n g s  to King Solomon's 
power over j inn ,  demons who a r e  c rea ted  
of f i r e  (Sha l insky  1980: 190).  According to 
the  Quran XXX1V:ll-13, the j inn performed 
l abor  for Solomon. The l a r g e s t  complex of 
hot s p r i n g s  i n  I s r a e l ,  nea r  the  c i t y  of 
T ibe r i a s ,  was o r ig ina l ly  a n  o r d i n a r y  cold 
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s p r i n g  u n t i l  Solomon ordered  the  j inn to  
hea t  i t s  underground source (Vi lnay 1978:172- 
3 ) .  Solomon performed t h i s  benevolence when 
people complained t h a t  h i s  wisdom h a d  brought  
them no p r a c t i c a l  benefi ts .  I n  add i t ion ,  
Solomon made the  jinn deaf so t h a t  they  
would not h e a r  of h i s  dea th  a n d  cease  to  
perform t h e i r  l abor .  

Another hot s p r i n g  in  nor thern  I s r a e l ,  
Hamat-Gader, was s a i d  to be b u i l t  b y  Solomon. 
An Arab geographer  of the  th i r t een th  cen tu ry  
makes mention of Solomon's ba thhouse  the re  
a n d  notes ,  ". . . i t  i s  l i k e  a p a l a c e ,  a n d  in  
f ront  of i t  t he  wa te r s  flow from twelve 
s p r i n g s ;  each one for the c u r e  of a  p a r t i c u l a r  
d i sease .  . . " (Vi lnay 1978:92 1 .  

These s p r i n g s  h a v e  a p p a r e n t l y  been 
i n  use for a t  l e a s t  three  thousand y e a r s .  
Ancient J u d a i c  sources g ive  a v a r i e t y  of 
s u p e r n a t u r a l  exp lana t ions  for  the  s p r i n g s '  
existence:  the Apocryphal book Enoch a t t r i -  
bu tes  the  source to  the  flames of h e l l ;  a  
t h i r d  cen tu ry  A . D .  r a b b i ,  Yohannan ben 
Nafcha, a t t r i b u t e s  the  s p r i n g s  to the  d a y s  
of the  g r e a t  flood; other  au thor i t i e s  bel ieved 
the  hea t  to  be a consequence of the  s i x  d a y s  
of c rea t ion .  

The problem for each of these  sources 
is the  a p p a r e n t  cont radic t ion  between hea t  
o r  f i r e ,  which i s  a  d r y i n g  process ,  a n d  
flowing water .  The resolut ion of the  cont ra-  
d ic t ion ,  the  combination of hea t  a n d  wetness,  
r e so r t s  i n  each c a s e  to  a s u p e r n a t u r a l  ex- 
p l a n a t i o n ,  the  flood, c rea t ion ,  superhuman 
power, o r  Solomon's control  of the  j inn.  
S u p e r n a t u r a l  agency i s  working for the  benefit  
of mankind;  the  hot s p r i n g s  a r e  the re  pre-  
c i se ly  so t h a t  they may be used b y  people 
for hea l th  reasons .  

Throughout the  Middle Ages, the  hot 
ba ths  of Tiber ias  were used for c u r i n g  bo i l s ,  
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l ep rosy ,  a n d  rheumatism (Vi lnay 1978). (3)  
Scholars  debated  whether hot b a t h s  were 
permitted on the  Sabba th ,  the  t r a d i t i o n a l  
d a y  of r e s t .  I t  seems t h a t  they could not 
prevent  people from ut i l iz ing  the  resources  
a n d  were forced to permit the  p rac t i ce  ( V i l -  
n a y  1978: 170-1 1 .  Two new elements which 
have  become inc reas ing ly  important  i n  the  
twentieth cen tu ry ,  scientif ic  va l ida t ion  a n d  
rec rea t ion ,  were a l so  f i r s t  d iscussed by these  
Jewish scho la r s .  Rabbi Moses ben Maimon 
(Maimonides) , a twelfth cen tu ry  phys ic ian ,  
offered the  f i r s t  n a t u r a l i s t i c  exp lana t ion  
for the  hot s p r i n g s ;  the  waters  a r e  hot ,  
he s a i d ,  because they p a s s  through l a y e r s  
of s u l p h u r  a n d  s imi lar  matter  (Vi lnay 1978: 
169).  Maimonides a l s o  commended the  wa te r s  
for the i r  purga t ive  q u a l i t i e s ,  i nd ica t ing  
t h a t  the  water  was inges ted  a s  well a s  used 
for ba th ing in t h a t  period.  Scholars  a l so  
wondered why Jerusalem d id  not h a v e  hot 
s p r i n g s  l ike  T ibe r i a s .  Their  answer  was 
t h a t  p i lgr image to Jerusa lem,  i f  i t  h a d  hot 
s p r i n g s ,  would not be merely a holy du ty  
but  would be t a in ted  with worldly p leasure .  
The medieval scho la r s  therefore recognized 
t h a t  ba th ing  i n  thermal  s p r i n g s  was not 
only  c u r a t i v e ,  but a l s o  brought  bodily plea-  
s u r e .  

In the  old bathhouse i n  T ibe r i a s  whose 
construct ion was a p p a r e n t l y  completed d u r i n g  
Turkish  sovere ignty  over Pa les t ine ,  a  c a r v e d  
stone lion r e s t s  nea r  the  pool. Arab legends 
a t t r i b u t e  the  miracle of f e r t i l i ty  t o  the  l ion 
for i f  a  b a r r e n  woman v i s i t s  the  pool a n d  
s i t s  on the  lion she  will  conceive (Frommer 's  
l s r a e l  1980-81). Improved fe r t i l i ty  then 
i s  another  consequence of t a k i n g  the  wa te r s ,  
a  possible confirmation of the  symbolic con- 
nections sugges ted  previously.  If  b a r r e n n e s s  
i s  perceived a s  a  k ind  of d r y n e s s ,  then 



sac red  water  should  improve fe r t i l i ty .  Ster- 
i l i t y  could be c l a s s i f i ed  a s  a  "cold" d i sease  
i n  the  Galenic system, a n d  hot water  would 
then be a p a r t i c u l a r l y  a p p r o p r i a t e  t reatment 
( P e n k a l a  1980:218). In te res t ing ly ,  in  the  
modern fac i l i t i e s  i n  T i b e r i a s ,  s t e r i l i t y  is 
l i s t ed  a s  one of the  condit ions which c a n  
be helped by t rea tments  us ing  the  wa te r .  

Journeys  to sac red  sources of hea l ing  
a r e  often perceived a s  p i lgr images  ( T u r n e r  
1974:203). The sac red  water  sources of Mecca 
a n d  Lourdes a r e  well known. T ibe r i a s  i s  
viewed a s  a  sac red  c i t y ,  a n d  many famous 
tombs of r a b b i s  i n  T ibe r i a s  a t t r a c t  the  re l i -  
gious to  p r a y  a n d  g ive  c h a r i t y  a t  g r a v e s i t e .  
At l e a s t  one such tomb i s  within walking 
d i s t ance  of the  hot s p r i n g s .  

The reputa t ion  t h a t  Thermopolis, Wyo- 
ming, ga ined  e a r l y  i n  i t s  h i s to ry ,  a s  "the 
Mecca for the  Afflicted" ( P h i l l i p s  1982),  a l s o  
ind ica tes  t h a t  i t  is a p i lgr image site. I t  
may be s ign i f i can t  t h a t  locals  seldom use 
the  va r ious  hot s p r i n g  fac i l i t i e s  the re  
(Brown 1977:94). The s i tua t ion  is comparable 
to  t h a t  descr ibed for Mexico; " . . .whenever  
a  munic ipal  conta ins  or  is n e a r  a  major 
p i lgr image cen te r ,  i t s  i n h a b i t a n t s ,  though 
they  may p a r t i c i p a t e  in  fes t ive  a n d  market ing  
a c t i v i t i e s  associa ted  with the  s a i n t s '  f eas t  
d a y s ,  tend to  go  a s  p i lgr ims to  d i s t a n t  
s h r i n e s  r a t h e r  t h a n  to n e a r  ones" (Turner  
1974:191). Sacred s i t e s  must r e t a i n  a sense  
of mystery re su l t ing  from a l ack  of fami l iar -  
i t y .  

There a r e  434 thermal  s p r i n g s  l i s t ed  
fo r  Idaho,  Montana, Wyoming, Colorado a n d  
New Mexico ( Brown 1977 : 96) .  While some 
h a v e  remained in  p r i v a t e  h a n d s ,  many have  
been incorpora ted  in to  e a r l y  townsites  a s  
the  se t t l e r s  fel t  they  would provide  a t t r a c t i o n s  
fo r  potent ia l  v i s i to r s .  In  eve ry  c a s e  a n a l y z e d ,  



the  s p r i n g s  were s a i d  to  have  been used 
b y  I n d i a n s  who considered them sac red .  
The Cheyenne a n d  the  Dakota Sioux a r e  s a i d  
to have  fought for a  hot s p r i n g  on the  top 
of Batt le  Mountain. now Hot Spr ings ,  South 
Dakota (Black Hills Trave l l e r  1983: 3 0 ) .  After 
many d e a t h s ,  both t r i b e s  ag reed  t h a t  the  
wa te r s  a n d  su r round ing  a r e a  would be  n e u t r a l  
ground a n d  t h a t  no harm would come to  those 
who were i n  t h i s  t e r r i to ry .  A s  a  sac red  
no m a n ' s  l a n d ,  the  space  su r round ing  the  
hot s p r i n g s  was t h u s  perceived a s  non-ordi- 
n a r y ,  not amenable to  t e r r i t o r i a l  c la ims,  
a n d  charac te r i zed  by peace a n d  harmony 
between peoples. A c u r r e n t  t r a v e l  guide  
s a y s  t h a t  the  Sioux bel ieved a God dwelt 
i n  the  water  a n d  drove awav  t h e i r  p a i n  
a n d  e v i l  s p i r i t s  ( Black Hills Trave le r  1983: 
37).  White exp lana t ions  of I n d i a n  bel iefs  
often note t h a t  the  Great Spi r i t  i s  c redi ted  
with g iv ing  thermal s p r i n g s  t o  h i s  ch i ld ren .  

The Shoshoni t r i b e  of the  Wind River 
Reservation i n  Wyoming once owned the  hot 
s p r i n g s  n e a r  present  d a y  Thermopolis, Wyo- 
ming, by t r e a t y  bu t  ceded the  s p r i n g s  a n d  
the  l a n d  su r round ing  them i n  1896 (Agreement 
1896). 'They re ta ined  a hot s p r i n g  n e a r  
t h e i r  t r i b a l  h e a d q u a r t e r s ,  Fort Washakie, 
a n d  by t r e a t y  r e t a ined  usage  r i g h t s  i n  the  
s p r i n g s  they h a d  g iven up  (Milek 1975). 
A Wyoming encyclopedia wr i t e r  descr ibed 
the  Shoshoni bel iefs  a s  follows: 

F o r  many h u n d r e d s  o f  y e a r s  t h e  Shoshone  n a t i o n  

b r o u g h t  t h e i r  ill a n d  a f f l i c t e d  t o  t h i s  p r o d i g u o u s  

( s i c )  s p r i n g ,  d w e l l i n g  p l a c e  o f  t h e  m i g h t i e s t  o f  

a l l  s p i r i t s  who i n h a b i t  t h e  e a r t h .  O l d  a n d  y o u n g  

a l i k e  were  b a t h e d  i n  t h e  c u r a t i v e  w a t e r s  o f  t h i s  

m a g i c  s p r i n g  where  d w e l l e d  t h e  g r e a t  s p i r i t .  R e c o v e r y  

was i n  many i n s t a n c e s  a l m o s t  m i r a c u l o u s  a n d  t h e  

awed I n d i a n s  h e l d  t h e  g r e a t  s p r i n g  i n  d e e p  r e v e r e n c e .  

I t  was t h e  m o s t  s a c r e d  and  c h e r i s h e d  o f  a l l  t h e i r  
p o s s e s s i o n s  ( H a r r i s :  1 9 5 4 : 7 8 ) .  



According to the  Shoshoni e lde r  Herman 
St. C l a i r ,  "the warmth of the  water  s igni f ied  
t h a t  i t  welled from the  h e a r t  of the  world 
a s  d i d  the  blood of a n  animal" (1964).  
St. C la i r  makes the  same k i n d  of metaphoric 
symbol d iscussed previous ly .  The blood 
of a n  animal  i s  i t s  l i f e ;  the  warmth of the  
s p r i n g  water  must a l s o  t r a n s f e r  a  l i fe  p r in -  
c ip le .  That  the  Shoshoni a n d  the  Arapaho,  
a l s o  res ident  on the  Wind River Reservation 
bel ieve i n  the  hea l ing  eff icacy of thermal  
s p r i n g s  i s  c l e a r l y  shown in  t h e i r  development 
of f ac i l i t i e s ,  p r i v a t e  b a t h s  a n d  pool, ut i-  
l i z ing  the  hot s p r i n g  they re ta ined .  

Big Spr ing ,  Thermopolis ' l a r g e s t  thermal  
s p r i n g ,  long considered a source of h e a l i n g ,  
h a s  furnished water  used for b a t h i n g  a n d  
t a k e n  i n t e r n a l l y .  Pamphlets from the  1920s 
and 30s tout the  s p r i n g ' s  c u r a t i v e  powers 
for :  

D i s e a s e s  due t o  f a u l t y  m e t a b o l i s m - - r h e u m a t i s m  a n d  

g o u t ;  d i a b e t e s  m e l l i t u s ;  o b e s i t y .  

D i s e a s e s  o f  t h e  H e a r t  a n d  B l o o d  V e s s e l s .  

D i s e a s e s  o f  t h e  N e r v o u s  S y s t e m - - N e u r i t i s , n e u r a s t h e n i a ,  
n e u r a l g i a ,  l o c o m o t o r  a t a x i a ,  h y s t e r i a ,  e p i l e p s y ,  
c h o l e r a  m i n o r ,  p a r a l y s i s  a g i t a m a ,  m i g r a i n e ,  o c c u p a t i o n  

n e u r o s e s .  

D i s e a s e s  o f  t h e  S tomach  a n d  I n t e s t i n e s .  D i s e a s e s  

o f  t h e  B l a d d e r ,  P r o s t a t e  G l a n d ,  E p i d i d y n u s ,  e t c . ,  

C h r o n i c  P e l v i c  I n f l a m m a t i o n s ,  N a s a l  a n d  P h a r y n g e a l  

C a t a r r h s ,  C h r o n i c  G o n o r r h e a l  I n f l a m m a t i o n s .  

S k i n  A f f l i c t i o n s - - E c z e m a ,  p s o r i a s i s ,  a c n e  v u l g a r i s ,  

f u r n u n c u l o s i s ,  e c t h y m a ,  s y c o s i s ,  s e b o r r h e a  a n d  

p i t y r i a s i s .  

Other pamphlets  from the  same period 
d i rec t  the  r e a d e r  to "vis i t  the  w o r l d ' s  b igges t  
minera l  hot springs--Thermopolis,  Wyoming 
where hope r e t u r n s  and  with i t  hea l th  a n d  
happ iness . "  Another s a y s ,  " In  some c a s e s ,  
t h e  r e s u l t s  of the  b a t h s  h a v e  been so pro- 
nounced a s  to seem almost miraculous ,  but  
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i t  i s  impossible to g ive  a n  accura te  descrip-  
t ion of the  effects of these wa te r s  without 
seeming to  be g u i l t y  of over-statement." 
Quite e a r l y  in  i t s  h i s to ry ,  the  town Thermo- 
polis was g iven the  nickname, the  "Mecca 
for the  Afflicted." This comparison with 
the  Muslim center  a n d  i t s  sac red  well reinfor- 
ces the point t h a t  s p r i n g  water  i s  t r ad i t iona l -  
l y  viewed a s  a miraculous g i f t  of the  super-  
n a t u r a l  for the  benefit  of mankind.  

Most e a r l y  twentieth cen tu ry  res ident  
hotels in Thermopolis h a d  the i r  own chiro-  
p rac to r s  o r  osteopaths who used the  waters  
in the i r  t rea tments .  These p rac t i t ione r s  
used hea l th  conceptual  frameworks which 
were not based  on microbiological views of 
d i sease  but  inc luded mechanist ic  concepts 
of proper whole body s t ruc tu re  a n d  function.  
They incorpora ted  many folk concepts  i n  
t h e i r  c u r i n g  s t r a t eg ies  a n d  p resc r ibed  the  
waters  for ex te rna l  a n d  i n t e r n a l  benefi ts .  
Today many ind iv idua l s  l ikewise mainta in  
hea l th  belief systems which combine i d e a s  
about  germs,  nu t r i t ion ,  body funct ion ,  a n d  
hea l th :  concepts which a r e  de r ived  from dif- 
ferent  hea l th  belief systems. Though indivi -  
d u a l s  ge t  l i t t l e  suppor t  from medical prac t i -  
t ione r s ,  some continue to  f i l l  t h e i r  jugs  a n d  
use the  water  for d r ink ing .  

Of those who do not f ind  the  water  
d i s t a s t e fu l ,  the  most commonly reported reac- 
tion i s  t h a t  i t  t a s t e s  l ike  chicken soup. 
At the  s t a t e  bathhouse d r i n k i n g  foun ta in ,  
i n d i v i d u a l s  were observed who brought  t h e i r  
own condiments, s a l t  a n d  pepper ,  to  a d d  
even more to  t h i s  t a s t e .  McLaughlin, the  
t r e a t y  negotiator  who obta ined the  Thermopolis 
s p r i n g s  from the Shoshoni was the  f i r s t  to  
point out the  resemblance to  chicken broth 
(Agreement 1896:2). An informant s t a t e d  
t h a t  the  water  will  t a s t e  l ike  soup only  when 



s t i r r ed  with a fea ther  and  eaten with soda 
c rackers .  A newspaper column about old times 
in  Thermopolis mentioned a n  old man dressed 
up  l ike  B i l l  Cody (Buffalo Bil l)  who used 
to pa s s  around s a l t  and  pepper shake r s  to  
the  tour is ts  who were dipping the i r  t in  cups  
in to  the spr ing  (Hunter 1982). 

Though the  chicken soup resemblance 
i s  not accepted by a l l ,  i t  does indicate  t ha t  
t he  water  i s  c lass i f i ed  by some a s  a kind 
of folk medicine, a homey cura t ive  agent  
known to grandmothers and  opposed to pre- 
scr ip t ion d rugs  and  medical doctors. In  
f a c t ,  when a Kansas 14.D.  was advised t ha t  
a long- time pat ient  was going to  the free 
bathhouse a t  Thermopolis, the doctor quoted 
a n  old say ing  t h a t  a l legedly  was coined 
about Hot Spr ings ,  Arkansas--"You go in 
on crutches  and  you come out on a s t re tcher ."  
Thus ,  the heal th  aspect  of the sp r i ngs  i s  
perceived a s  t r ad i t iona l  and  yet is anti-  
scientif ic  medicine. 

Hot Spr ings ,  South Dakota h a s  a s imi lar  
h is tory  to  Thermopolis. The sp r i ngs  there  
had  even g r ea t e r  development since t h a t  
town da tes  to  1867 and  was given a so ld ie r s '  
home by the federa l  government in 1889. 
The waters were to be used in the  treatment 
of the  soldiers ,  s a i l o r s ,  a n d  marines "who 
have served and  who a r e  d i sab led  by  d i sease ,  
wounds, old age ,  or otherwise." Claims 
for the water  s t ressed i t s  cura t ive  powers 
for constipation,  rheumatism, gout ,  k idney 
and  l ive r  condit ions,  anemia,  skin  d i sorders ,  
impotence, syph i l l i s  and  cold feet ( J u l i n  
1981). Several  of these affl ict ions,  par t icu-  
l a r l y  constipation and  impotence, would seem 
to contain a d r y  equa l s  d isease ,  a n d  wet 
(c rea t ing  wetness, feces, semen) equa l s  healthy 
connection. Note a lso  anemia ( l a ck  of blood) 
i s  cured by hot sp r ings .  



Some y e a r s  a f t e r  the  founding of the  
s o l d i e r s '  home in  Hot Spr ings ,  medical doctors 
began  wi thdrawing suppor t  for claims of 
the  medicinal  va lue  of the  water .  Thermopolis 
a p p a r e n t l y  d id  not enjoy a n  i n i t i a l  period 
when medical doctors approved t rea tments  
us ing waters .  However, the  e a r l i e s t  doctor 
to see the  s p r i n g s  the re ,  D r .  Thomas Maghee, 
Post Surgeon s ta t ioned with the  Army a t  Camp 
Brown, Wyoming, who v i s i t ed  i n  1876, d id  
use them i n  treatment (Crosson 1978:44). 
The sh i f t  i n  the  a t t i tudes  of medical doctors 
towards  hot s p r i n g  cur ing  roughly  coincides 
with t h e i r  inc reas ing ly  microbiological diagno- 
s i s  a n d  treatment of i l lness  following the  
discoveries of Koch a n d  Pas teur  i n  the  1870s 
a n d  80s. 

Contemporary Use of Thermal Springs 

Current  f ac i l i t i e s  offered by most thermal  
s p r i n g  developments in  the  United States 
a n d  I s r a e l  usua l ly  include p r i v a t e  b a t h s ,  
soaking o r  ba th ing  pools,  a n d  swimming 
sools .  The l a t t e r  is rec rea t iona l  a n d  the  
thermal mineral  water  is f requen t ly  mixed 
with r e g u l a r  water  for t h i s  purpose .  The 
other  f ac i l i t i e s  emphasize the  heal thful  aspects  
a n d  c u r i n g  potential  of the  wa te r s .  Wyoming 
r u n s  a f ree  ba thhouse  without swimming faci- 
l i t i e s ,  bu t  with soaking pools a n d  p r i v a t e  
b a t h s  v i s i t ed  by over 30,000 people a n n u a l l y .  

Contemporary "miraculous" cu res  a r e  
s t i l l  documented for thermal s p r i n g s  i n  the  
United Sta tes .  The owner of the  Maytag 
well n e a r  Thermopolis s a y s  the  water  h a s  
produced new growth on h i s  previous ly  b a l d  
h e a d ,  a  c l a s s i c  fountain of youth example 
(S ta te  Geologist 1978). More common a r e  re- 
ports  about  relief of pa in  or  t r auma  pa r t i -  
c u l a r l y  among the  o ld .  An excerpt  from 
a fieldwork interview demonstrates t h i s .  



T w e l v e  y e a r s  ago,  Mrs.  X a n d  h e r  h u s b a n d  w e r e  i n  
a  s e r i o u s  a u t o m o b i l e  a c c i d e n t .  She was i n  a  h o s p i t a l  
i n  B i l l i n g s ,  Mon tana ,  and  t h e n  i n  T h e r m o p o l i s  i n  
t r a c t i o n .  F o r  one  y e a r ,  M r s .  X d i d  e x e r c i s e s  i n  
t h e  w a t e r  i n  t h e  s t a t e  b a t h h o u s e .  She d i d  them 
t w o  o r  t h r e e  t i m e s  a  d a y .  Mrs.  X a t t r i b u t e s  h e r  
c u r r e n t  s t a t e  o f  h e a l t h  a n d  f r e e d o m  f r o m  p a i n  t o  
t h e  I f h e a l i n g  p o w e r  o f  t h e  w a t e r . "  H e a t  i s  p a r t  
o f  t h e  h e a l i n g  a n d  t h e  m i n e r a l s  a r e  a b s o r b e d  t h r o u g h  
t h e  s k i n ,  s h e  s a y s .  

Stories a r e  occasionally reported in 
the Wyoming press to a t t rac t  tourism to the 
a r ea .  According to one account, a 93 year  
old lady had been plagued by bad health.  
Doctors in  her home town of Kearney, Nebras- 
k a ,  had given her fewer than s ix  months 
to live. She was not able  to keep down 
any solid food. After a few months of drink- 
ing the waters,  she was able  to eat  aga in .  
Her health returned completely and she and  
her family moved to Therrnopolis (Maybee 1978: 
15).  In the same ar t ic le ,  another story 
was told of a woman who had not been able  
to recover af ter  the birth of t r iple ts .  Her 
family sent her to Thermopolis where her 
health was restored within a year  (Maybee 
1978: 15). 

Field interviews revealed some divers i ty  
in current beliefs about hot spr ings  curing 
( 4 ) .  The strongest support came from a 
woman who had been an  at tendant  in  the 
s ta te  bathhouse for fifteen years .  In one 
interview, with her husband present,  she 
told the following story: 

I was l o o k i n g  o u t  t h e  b a t h h o u s e  w indow t o w a r d  t h e  
t e r r a c e s  o f  t h e  s p r i n g  one  w i n t e r  when I saw t h e  
dog.  A l o t  o f  p e o p l e  j u s t  abandon  dogs  i n  t h e  
p a r k ,  b u t  t h e r e  was s o m e t h i n g  s t r a n g e  a b o u t  t h i s  



one.  I went  o u t s i d e  t o  see  i f  I c o u l d  do a n y t h i n g  

a n d  I saw t h a t  he was l i m p i n g .  T h a t  d o g  w e n t  a n d  

s t o o d  i n  t h e  h o t  s p r i n g  w a t e r  b y  t h e  t e r r a c e .  

I saw h i m  come b a c k  a n d  do t h a t  d a y  a f t e r  d a y  f o r  

m o n t h s .  F i n a l l y ,  I saw t h a t  h e  w a s n ' t  l i m p i n g  

any  more  a n d  he s t o p p e d  c o m i n g  b a c k .  

At t h i s  point ,  her  husband  a d d e d ,  "Dogs 
a n d  I n d i a n s  know , "  r e fe r r ing  t o  Shoshoni 
use of the  s p r i n g s  before the  coming of the  
white man. This couple bel ieves i n  hot 
s p r i n g  c u r i n g  because  i t  is n a t u r a l  a n d  
known to " n a t u r e ' s  c rea tu res . "  Nature ' s 
method is good enough for an imals  a n d  
I n d i a n s  a n d  i t  should be good enough for 
us  (Atkinson 1979). Nature,  he re ,  is self- 
evident ly  good. 

A college s tudent  who p re fe r red  to  use  
the  commercial p lunges  where swimming was 
allowed commented, "I  know i t  he lps  my sk in .  
I  guess  the  minera ls  a r e  absorbed in to  the  
s k i n .  I  t h ink  i t  may pur i fy  the  blood." 
This  s tudent  used the  pool a s  a r e g u l a r  
form of exerc ise .  The statement demonstrates 
the  common belief t h a t  micropar t icula te  matter  
within the  water  i s  heal thful  r a t h e r  t h a n  
the  water  i t se l f .  

Use of the  water  a s  a vi tamin a n d  
mineral  supplement was mentioned b y  a woman 
who occas ional ly  collected the  water  for dr ink-  
ing .  She s a i d ,  "You just ge t  the  water  i n  
a jug a n d  set  i t  in  the  r e f r ige ra to r .  After 
about  a week, the  su l fu r i c  fumes a r e  gone. 
Then t h a t  water  i s  the  bes t ,  most heal thful  
i n  the  world." Other v i s i to r s  to  Thermopolis 
bel ieve hea t  i s  a beneficial  a g e n t ,  another  
i n t r i n s i c  cha rac te r i s t i c .  "I a l w a y s  stop 
i n  'Thermop' when I ' m  pass ing  through.  
The hea t  is good for my b a d  back .  When 
I ' m  s i t t ing  in  the  water ,  i t ' s  g r e a t ,  bu t  
it ' s just temporary rel ief ."  

There were a l s o  skept ics .  "Doctors 
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s a y  i t ' s  a l l  i n  the  mind." " I  t h ink  i t  may 
c a r r y  d i seases . "  "I wou ldn ' t  t h ink  of pu t t ing  
my sore leg i n  t h a t  water ."  Local r e s iden t s  
a l s o  d i sagree  about  the  econornic significance 
of the  s p r i n g s .  Since many of the  30,OCO 
a n n u a l  v i s i to r s  to  the s t a t e  ba thhous  e a r e  
i r o n  outs ide  of 'Thermopolis, tourism provides  
p a r t  of the  economic l ivel ihood for the  a r e a .  
The s t a t e  pa rk  super in tenden t ,  a n  opponent 
of us ing  the  geothermal source t o  develop 
a c i t y  heat ing  system, ca l l ed  i n  a wa te r  
spec ia l i s t  when, to  h i s  eye ,  the  water  level  
i n  Big Spr ing ,  t h e  l a r g e s t  i n  t h e  p a r k ,  drop- 
ped subsequent  to geothermal t e s t ing .  He 
fea red  t h a t  Thermopolis would become a "ghost 
town" i f  t he  resource  ceased to  ex i s t .  (5) 
On the  o ther  h a n d ,  a  l e t t e r  to  the  newspaper  
c r i t i c i zed  the  super in tendent  for d i s r e g a r d i n g  
the  c o u n t y ' s  economic b a s e  : r a n c h i n g ,  farm- 
i n g ,  a n d  energy-re la ted  concerns.  The 
w r i t e r ,  himself i n  a n  oi l-related i n d u s t r y ,  
conducted a n  informal su rvey  a n d  discovered 
t h a t  35 percent  of the  community's populat ion 
work i n  oi l  s e rv ices  or  fo r  o i l  companies. 
The wr i t e r  concluded t h a t  i t  would be t r a g i c  
i f  Big Spr ing were lost due to  its "aes thet ic  
va lue"  but  t h a t  the  town would s u r v i v e  the  
dea th  of the  s p r i n g s .  ( 6 )  Here a c l e a r  dis-  
t inc t ion  i s  made between those a c t i v i t i e s  
which enhance  the  s u r v i v a b i l i t y  of the  town 
a n d  the  s p r i n g s  which provide aes the t i c  v a l u e  
a n d  a r e  t h u s  l e s s  impor tant .  

Free use of the  resource h a s  a l w a y s  
been controvers ia l .  Some townspeople have  
pointed out  in  l e t t e r s  t o  the  local  newspaper  
t h a t  with f ree  camping in  the  State Pa rk  
a n d  f ree  b a t h i n g  i n  the  State ba thhouse ,  
some v i s i to r s  do not a c t u a l l y  con t r ibu te  to 
the  local  economy. These people f avor  the  
abol i t ion  of f ree  camping,  jus t i fy ing t h e i r  
view t h a t  the  p rac t i ce  was not specif ied 
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i n  the  1896 t r e a t y .  S imi lar ly ,  the re  h a v e  
been recur ren t  at tempts to change the  s t a t u s  
of the  ba thhouse  so t h a t  only  Wyoming resi-  
den t s  would be allowed to  use the  f ac i l i t i e s  
f ree  of cha rge .  Thus ,  townspeople d i f fer  
on the  f i n a n c i a l  benefi ts  the  hot s p r i n g s  
b r i n g  to  the  town. 

The s t a t e  of Wyoming is s t r i c t  i n  regu- 
l a t i n g  the  use of i t s  developed hot s p r i n g s .  
Bathing s u i t s  a r e  r equ i red  a n d  a t t e n d a n t s  
inform v i s i to r s  of r u l e s  a n d  s t r i c t l y  monitor 
periods of immersion. There is l i t t l e  evidence 
of the  nude ba th ing  a n d  the  "back to  na ture"  
a t t i t u d e  promoted i n  recent  pub l i ca t ions  on 
hot s p r i n g s  (Loam 1980). There is a l s o  l i t t l e  
speci f ica l ly  "curat ive" regimen associa ted  
with immersion unless  spec ia l  discussion 
i s  he ld  with the  a t t e n d a n t s  a n d  the  v is i tor  
h a s  made repeated  v i s i t s  for specif ic  prob- 
lems. I n  the  p a s t ,  there  was much g r e a t e r  
emphasis  on p a r t i c u l a r  t rea tments .  For 
example,  a n  advert isement in a v i s i t o r s '  
pamphlet  of the  1930s specif ies  th ree  weeks 
with d a i l y  b a t h s  a n d  moderate q u a n t i t i e s  
t aken  i n t e r n a l l y  a s  requi red  to  c u r e  a n  acu te  
f la re-up of rheumatism a n d  four t o  s i x  weeks 
of ba th ing  requ i red  for chronic  condit ions.  
Visitors with specif ic  problems a r e  more l ike ly  
to  use p r i v a t e  b a t h s  for  t h e i r  d a i l y  c u r a t i v e  
regimens,  l eav ing  the  ba th ing  pools to  f i l l  
a  r e l axa t ion  a n d  rec rea t iona l  function.  
Commercial swimming es tabl i shments  i n  Ther- 
mopolis c a t e r  even more to  these  l a t t e r  func- 
t ions a n d  h a v e  added  modern fac i l i t i e s  l ike  
s a u n a s  a n d  hot t u b s  to augment the  t r a d i -  
t iona l  massages .  The Holiday Inn of the  
Waters f ea tu res  r acque tba l l  cour t s ,  exerc ise  
rooms, s a u n a s  a n d  a n  outdoor jacuzzi  mineral  
pool. Guests a r e  invi ted  by a s i g n  a t  
the  front  desk to inqu i re  about  "our unique  
waterbed rooms" (Horizon Magazine 1982:36). 



Facilities such a s  these s t i l l  incorporate 
a health component. Stress management and  
exercise a r e  now viewed by many a s  par t  
of a regular  health regimen. The holistic 
health movement of the la te  1960s and ea r ly  
1970s brought these issues to the fore (Ber- 
l iner  and Salmon 1980). Facilities a t  hot 
spr ings  thus combine these new at t i tudes  
with the older ideologies about health and 
the curat ive powers of hot mineral water. 

In I s r ae l ,  specific curing regimens 
a r e  more developed today than in  the western 
United States. The Tiberias hot spr ings  
complex contained mineral pools, baths ,  
s aunas ,  physio- and hydrotherapy, and mud 
treatments. They have carefully documented 
and  posted improvement ra tes .  The incor- 
poration of scientific concepts thus  appears  
more complete in th i s  case.  

Visitors to the Tiberias faci l i t ies  ex- 
perience r i tual ized act ivi ty ,  but the act ivi ty  
i s  highly regulated via clinical  rules and  
atmosphere. In a s t r iking para l le l  with 
the s ta te  bathhouse in Thermopolis, v is i tors  
to the baths  check in with white clothed 
at tendants  who escort them to the changing 
rooms. Pr ivate  baths a r e  equipped with 
whirlpools, and at tendants  escort the visi tor 
to the room, conduct him in ,  and time the 
bath.  An at tendant  also brings the visi tor 
to a cool-down room, wraps him in  a white 
sheet and times tha t  experience. The effect 
of th i s  regimentation i s  to provide a scientific 
medical cas t  to the experience. 

In I s rae l ,  an  interesting dichotomy 
between visi tors to the recreational thermal 
pool and to the pr ivate  whirlpools may exis t .  
In  order to  preserve modesty, religious Jews 
including Chassidim, utilize the pr ivate  
baths .  These individuals  do not justify 
their  use of hot spr ings  in scientific terms. 



As one s ta ted,  "These spr ings  a r e  from God. 
God i s  the source of healing. This i s  a 
gift  from God." 

There i s  currently a grea t  emphasis 
on development of the health resort industry  
along the Dead Sea a s  well a s  Tiberias.  
Different resorts specialize in  the treatment 
of different diseases. The Zohar spr ings  
a r e a ,  near the Dead Sea, specializes in rheu- 
matism, skin diseases,  al lergies and bronchial  
asthma. The Dead Sea i tself ,  another kind 
of special  water,  i s  considered beneficial 
for post-surgical trauma, neurological and 
metabolic disturbance,  and i t s  medicinal 
mud i s  used for rheumatic i l lness and  to 
a id  in recovery from paralyt ic  i l lness (Cash- 
man 1983). 

Investigation in Israel  did not indicate 
tha t  the water i s  drunk a s  well a s  used 
for bathing. This par t  of t radi t ional  practice 
may have disappeared.  In the United States, 
th is  aspect while r a r e  has  continued. In 
downtown Hot Springs,  South Dakota, a gazebo 
encloses Kidney Springs where locals occasion- 
a l ly  take a dr ink.  There a r e  several  outdoor 
drinking fountains in  Thermopolis which have 
piped hot mineral water. In the Thermopolis 
town celebration, an annual  pageant reenacts 
the "gift of the waters" from the Shoshoni 
to the white man. The major r i t ua l  event 
of the pageant involves one Shoshoni playing 
the role of "medicine man" receiving a bowl 
of the water from the "Indian princess," 
a Shoshoni g i r l .  He dr inks  the water,  a s  
do a l l  the Shoshoni par t ic ipants  subsequently. 
However, there does appear  to be a change 
in a t t i tude associated with t'he decline in 
ingesting the water. When the water itself 
was c lear ly  viewed a s  sacred,  drinking a s  
well a s  bathing was common. When the em- 
phasis  switched to beliefs tha t  i t  was the 



minerals that  were heal thful  and  tha t  the 
water was a medium in which the minerals 
were car r ied ,  or tha t  heat itself was the 
beneficial agent ,  external  administration 
of the water increased a t  the expense of 
in te rna l  ingestion. The switch may a t  least  
par t ia l ly  be a t t r ibuted to the incorporation 
in  folk health belief systems of nutr i t ional  
concepts about the role of vitamins and min- 
e r a l s  in  the body. 

Folk versus  Biomedical Curing 

Scientific medicine has  assumed a domi- 
nant  position i n  the diagnosis and  treatment 
of i l lness.  The success of scientific medicine 
was due in  some pa r t  to microbiological dis- 
coveries and the improved treatment of infec- 
tious diseases that  resulted from the dis- 
coveries (Gebhard 1976:93). Furthermore, 
a s  scientific medicine developed, i t  took 
on character is t ics  of a n  ideological s y s t e m ,  
tha t  i s ,  i t  offered a way for people to view 
the world and  to understand the relationship 
of i l lness ,  heal th ,  and i t s  root, life itself 
( Morle y 1980 : 5-6 . 

Other ideological systems a l ready  existed 
which postulated relationships between these 
components. An ancient folk belief system 
involved connections between health and  
water. The life process was perceived a s  
l iqu id ,  and  i t  was observed that  the human 
body teems with liquids--blood, semen, milk, 
b i le ,  s a l i va ,  tears--and tha t  the aging pro- 
cess appeared to involve the drying up of 
these v i ta l  heated l iquids.  This frame- 
work was also tied into a supernatural is t ic  
view of the universe: the superna tura l  could 
directly impinge on the a f fa i r s  of mankind 
and  provide the good l i fe  which might other- 
wise be unobtainable. Similarly, hot spr ings  
have always been used a s  curat ive mechan- 
isms. I t  i s  l ikely that  there was an empiri- 



c a l  component i n  t h l s  usage ,  bu t  hot s p r i n g s  
a l s o  f i t  in to  the  s u p e r n a t u r a l  conceptual  
framework. They provided ver i f ica t ion  t h a t  
heated  l i q u i d  i s  l i fe .  

Scientific concepts a n d  n a t u r a l i s t i c  
exp lana t ions  d id  not simply a n d  automat ica l ly  
r ep lace  the  older  conceptual iza t ions  i n  the  
nineteenth a n d  twentieth centur ies .  Ins tead ,  
some sc ient i f ic  ideas  which most closely f i t  
with the  folk belief system were incorpora ted  
in to  i t .  Then,  a s  scientif ic  medicine g a i n e d  
i n  exp lana to ry  a n d  socia l  power, i t  was 
added  on a s  a  k ind  of su r face  l a y e r  over 
the  o lder  system so t h a t  adheren t s  of thermal  
s p r i n g s  a s  c u r a t i v e  mechanisms could jus t i fy  
t h e i r  bel iefs  i n  a  sc ient i f ic  idiom. The cura -  
t ive  aspect  of the  waters  was now viewed 
l e s s  a s  emanat ing  from s u p e r n a t u r a l  sources 
a n d  more a s  ingred ien t s  i n  the  water  i t se l f  
i n  the  form of n a t u r a l  micropar t icula te  mineral  
elements. This  t r ans i t ion  from one se t  of 
jus t i f ica t ions  ( s u p e r n a t u r a l )  to  another  
( n a t u r a l )  p a r a l l e l s  the  t r ans i t ion  from pre- 
sc ient i f ic  to  sc ient i f ic  exp lana t ions  of h e a l t h ,  
body,  a n d  i l lness .  However, i n  some c a s e s ,  
the  suppor te r s  of hot s p r i n g s  c u r e s  were 
ch i roprac to r s  a n d  o ther  spec ia l i s t s  who con- 
sciously held  hea l th  conceptual  frameworks 
which were opposed to  the  sc ient i f ic  medical 
es tabl i shment .  

In  the  l a t e  1960s a n d  e a r l y  70s, another  
hea l th  ideological  system, g e n e r a l l y  known 
a s  the  "holistic" movement ga ined  prominence 
(Atkinson 1978:168-9). Holistic ideologies 
in te rp re t  heal th  a s  a  posi t ive phys ica l  a n d  
mental s t a t e ,  a s  a  function of l i fes ty le  ( d i e t ,  
exe rc i se ,  s t r e s s  management) a n d  a s  under  
the  control  of l a y  i n d i v i d u a l s .  They empha- 
s ize se l f  c a r e  a n d  the  s p i r i t u a l  o r  mental 
s ide  of hea l th .  In severa l  respects  the  ho- 
l i s t i c  movement opposes sc ient i f ic  medic ine ' s  



promotion of professionalized ca re ,  post-hoc 
disease intervention ra ther  than prevention, 
and  natural is t ic  or materialist ic ra ther  than  
mental or spr i tua l  explanations of health 
and  disease (Berliner and Salmon 1980). 
The holistic movement thus hearkens back 
to the ear l ie r  conceptual framework. The 
addit ion of s aunas ,  whirlpools, and hot tubs ,  
technology from the holistic health movement 
to thermal spr ings  facil i t ies marks a renais-  
sance which reinforces these a l ternat ive con- 
ceptualizations of health and l ife.  
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NOTES 

(1) Y o d e r  ( 1 9 7 2 )  c o n t r a s t s  l 1 n a t u r a l l 1  f o l k  m e d i c i n e  
i n  w h i c h  p e o p l e  s e e k  c u r e s  f o r  i l l n e s s  i n  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t  
a n d  l l m a g i c o - r e l i g i o u s ~ ~  f o l k  m e d i c i n e  i n  w h i c h  t h e  r e c o u r s e  
i s  t o  t h e  s u p e r n a t u r a l .  The a n a l y s i s  h e r e  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  
t h e  t w o  t y p e s  a r e  c o m b i n e d  i n  h o t  s p r i n g  c u r i n g .  

( 2 )  G e b h a r d  ( 1 9 7 6 : 9 6 )  n o t e s  t h a t  one  o f  t h e  i m p o r t a n t  
f o l k  b e l i e f s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  i s  l l b l o o d  i s  a  v e r y  
s p e c i a l  k i n d  o f  sap. I t  
( 3 )  I n  A f g h a n i s t a n ,  r h e u m a t i s m  i s  c l a s s i f i e d  as  a  l l c o l d l l  
d i s e a s e  w i t h  a  p r e s c r i b e d  t r e a t m e n t  o f  h o t  s p r i n g s  b a t h i n g  
( P e n k a l a  1 9 8 0 : 2 1 7 ) .  
( 4 )  Of t h e  f i f t e e n  i n t e r v i e w s  c o l l e c t e d  i n  T h e r m o p o l i s ,  
r e s p o n d e n t s  w e r e  e q u a l l y  d i v i d e d  a b o u t  t h e  h e a l i n g  e f f i c a c y  
o f  t h e  w a t e r .  O f  t h e  t h i r t y  i n t e r v i e w s  c o n d u c t e d  a t  t h e  
s t a t e  b a t h h o u s e  a n d  t h e  c o m m e r c i a l  p o o l s ,  r e s p o n d e n t s  



w e r e  more  i n c l i n e d  t o  e i t h e r  p r o m o t e  t h e  h e a l i n g  e f f i c a c y ,  
s p e a k  o f  t e m p o r a r y  r e l i e f ,  o r  d e s c r i b e  t h e i r  a c t i v i t y  
as  r e l a x a t i o n .  No a t t e m p t  was made t o  r a n d o m i z e  an i n t e r v i e w  
s a m p l e ,  b e c a u s e  a l l  i n f o r m a n t s  i n  t h e  l o c a l  a r e a  may a t  
l e a s t  d e r i v e  i n d i r e c t  e c o n o m i c  b e n e f i t  f r o m  t h e  s p r i n g s '  
d e v e l o p m e n t .  

( 5 )  Loam ( 1 9 8 0 )  d e p r e c i a t e s  t h e  l a c k  o f  t h e  u s e  o f  
g e o t h e r m a l  r e s o u r c e s  i n  Wyoming. The O f f i c e  o f  t h e  
Wyoming S t a t e  G e o l o g i s t  h a s  a  r e p o r t  o n  t h e  g e o t h e r m a l  
t e s t i n g  i n  T h e r m o p o l i s .  

( 6 )  T h i s  c o n t r o v e r s y  was r e c e n t l y  r e p o r t e d  i n  t h e  l o c a l  
n e w s p a p e r ,  t h e  I n d e p e n d e n t  R e c o r d ,  i n  J u l y  o f  1982 .  
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