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INTRODUCTION


In his novel Mont-Oriol, set in an imaginary spa town in the Auvergne region of France, Guy de Maupassant describes such places, known in French as villes d’eaux, or towns of water, as ‘the only true fairylands left on earth’. He goes on:




‘In two months, more things happen there than during the remaining ten in the rest of the world. You would really think that the springs were not so much mineralised as bewitched. You meet specimens there of every race and class, magnificent adventurous, and such a medley of nationalities as you find nowhere else, and the most astonishing incidents occur every day.’





Europe’s spa towns do, indeed, have a distinctive atmosphere which is well captured by the French word that de Maupassant uses, ensorcelées, perhaps best translated into English as bewitched, enchanted or under a spell.


Where does this enchanted, other-worldly quality come from? Principally, I would maintain, from the effervescent, mineral-rich and often hot springs which give the spas their raison d’etre as well as their names. Hidden under rocks or dense undergrowth and originating in remote springs and wells which are difficult to find, these sources (again, the French word is more evocative than the English) have a dark, mysterious character. Water bubbles up as if by magic from the ground, having originally fallen as rain thousands of years ago and slowly percolated through layers of mud, sand and rock, gathering mineral traces and warming up on its journey towards the bowels of the earth. Forced back up to the surface under pressure in certain places because of geological faults and fissures, it emerges sometimes in a trickle or a steady flow but often seething and steaming, gushing out in strong, pulsing ejaculations. Although these natural mineral waters are tamed to provide the basic ingredients of spa treatments, being channelled through pipes into baths and drinking fountains, they retain their wild, primeval character as the product of elemental forces, somehow still awesome and even frightening as well as healing and restorative in their effects.


Penetrating to these sources, where they are to be found and are not hidden away, can be a profoundly mystical experience. I have myself felt this most strongly when descending to the original spring at Baden bei Wien in Austria, discovered by the Romans and called the Römerquelle. It is reached by going through a door in a faceless modern municipal building behind the elegant Edwardian Summer Arena where operettas are performed. A steep flight of steps descends deep into the earth to arrive in a marble-tiled hall with a glass-covered dome under which the spring continually seethes and simmers as if in a witches’ cauldron.


It is no wonder that early descriptions of spas often speak of their waters coming from ‘the very bowels of the earth’ and compare them to the infernal regions of the Underworld. There is often something rather hell-like about their location and atmosphere. This was certainly the case with the original baths at Pfäfers near the Swiss spa town of Bad Ragaz which were located at the bottom of the precipitous Tamina gorge where, after a hair-raising journey, one can still come face to face with the source of Europe’s most prolific mineral water spring.


If the waters themselves provide a mysterious and sometimes distinctly scary aspect to the enchanted quality of spa towns, their physical layout contributes another rather gentler element. As they came into their own as elegant resorts for the well-heeled upper and middle classes, drawn initially by the therapeutic benefits of taking the waters and increasingly by the diversions offered and the chance to mix with the rich and famous, spa towns became the pre-eminent places in Europe in which to be seen and to socialise. They developed a distinct architectural landscape at the centre of which were the bath houses, drinking halls and pump rooms, built either over or near to the water sources and springs. Nearby were promenades and colonnades, assembly rooms, and often a casino, theatre and concert hall. These buildings were generally situated in attractive and extensive gardens and parks, which often took the German name Kurpark, with broad lawns, colourful flower beds, plantations of rare trees, pavilions, fountains and lakes. The architectural style varied from spa to spa, from the sweeping classical crescents of Bath and Buxton, via the warm orange Biedermeir opulence of Baden bei Wien and Baden-Baden, to the more daring neo-baroque and art nouveau extravagance of Karlovy Vary and Mariánske Lázně.


The buildings, which still in many ways define Europe’s historic spa towns, and which are being restored and brought to life again after decades of neglect, display some of the most interesting, quirky and picturesque architectural features to be found anywhere in the Continent. They, too, have a kind of enchanted quality, somehow unreal and belonging to a fairytale world. Several of those who frequented them in their Belle Époque in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries felt that they resembled the stage set for a comic opera. Lady Wolseley described Marienbad, which she regularly visited with her husband, Sir Garnet Wolseley, the famous swashbuckling Victorian soldier, as ‘extremely pretty, just like the scenery of an operetta’. The French architect Le Corbusier described the combined effect of the exuberant proliferation of ornate buildings in Karlsbad as being like ‘a gathering of cakes’.


It is principally their unique architectural legacy which led UNESCO to grant world heritage status to eleven ‘Great Spas of Europe’ in 2021. Seven of these world heritage sites are included in this book – Spa, Bath, Baden-Baden, Bad Ems, Baden bei Wien, Karlovy Vary and Mariánské Lázně – together with other spa towns which are not quite so well-known but which I find to be particularly intriguing and enchanting. Several of them are members of the European Historic Thermal Towns Association (EHTTA), a network of forty spa towns across fifteen countries committed to preserving and publicising Europe’s thermal cultural heritage and promoting travel to spa towns through ventures such as the European Route of Historic Thermal Towns, one of the cultural routes launched and certified by the Council of Europe.


If it is as heritage sites that Europe’s spa towns are perhaps now most valued and recognised, their enchanted quality does not just rest on their past glories and nostalgic feel, but also on the cultural diversions and opportunities for relaxation and de-stressing that they continue to offer today. The music that was initially provided as a distraction for those undergoing the tedium of a cure is now a major attraction for those coming as tourists to what were Europe’s first holiday resorts. Spa music has a particularly enchanted quality, whether it be the trios playing during afternoon tea in the Bath Assembly Rooms and over coffee and Kuchen in Zauner’s café on the esplanade at Bad Ischl, or the full-scale orchestras performing in the Kur concerts in Baden-Baden or Mariánské Lázně. The dance halls and casinos survive, bringing their own kind of music to the spa experience.


Europe’s spa towns have become the venues for some of the Continent’s major summer music festivals, not least in the fields of operetta and light music which have provided the accompaniment to taking the waters for the last two centuries or so. Several also host art and literary festivals, a highly appropriate development given how many artists, musicians, poets and novelists found patronage and gained their inspiration from their stays in spas. A list of works written in or based around spa towns would include symphonies by Beethoven and Brahms, most of the operettas of Johann Strauss and Franz Lehár, Goethe’s poems, and novels by Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Turgenev, Thackeray, Mark Twain, Günter Grass and Hermann Hesse.


There are other less visible and tangible factors at work in making spa towns among Europe’s last enchanted places. Their traditional role as places of healing is still important, as witnessed by the numerous sanatoria and clinics to be found clustered round Kurparks. This can make for a somewhat wistful, melancholy, bittersweet atmosphere. The presence of the patients who frequent them is haunting and, in some ways, disturbing – but they, too, are under a kind of spell, seeking and hoping for a cure, or at least for some respite and remission from pain and sickness. They often come alone and can become prone to the spa guest’s besetting temptation of introspection and melancholy.


There is another temptation to which spa goers have traditionally succumbed, which can be bewitching, if also bothering and bewildering. It is summed up in the German word Der Kurschatten, literally the cure shadow, to which I was introduced by a German academic as we walked through the deserted streets of Bad Wildbad, itself a rather haunted spa town hidden away in the middle of the Black Forest. She told me that it signifies ‘the shadow who is following you throughout your stay and disappears when you go home’. The word is generally used to describe the romantic and amorous dalliances that regularly took place in spas during their golden age, and much more occasionally still do today. It is often taken to suggest a spa romance which never gets beyond the stage of imagination and fantasy. The idea is expressed visually in the Kurschattenbrunnen fountain sculptured in 1987 in the central square of the spa town of Bad Wildungen in Germany. A group of naked bathers are clustered close together in the centre of the fountain. In one of the pools around its base, an elderly naked man sits looking out towards a female figure walking past in a figure-hugging dress. Depending on the position of the sun, she casts a shadow over her admirer.


There were many reasons why those staying in spas seem to have been particularly susceptible to amorous dalliances. The principle of romances on ocean liners, that ‘what goes on board stays on board’, pertained among those taking a cure, who were often without an accompanying spouse, spending anything from two or three weeks to several months away from home, and unlikely to meet their fellow patients again. These circumstances were conducive to the formation of relationships and encouraged a belief that casual flings could be indulged in with no lasting consequences. But more often than not they were in the mind only.


If the enchanted fairytale atmosphere of spa towns has been conducive to romantic dreams and fantasies, it has also given them an air of mystery and intrigue. It was not accidental, I think, that Agatha Christie, the queen of crime fiction, made Spa in Belgium the birthplace of her famous detective, Hercule Poirot, nor that she herself chose Harrogate as the place to reappear after her sensational and much-publicised disappearance from her home in 1926.


For many who have stayed in them, spas have had the character of Utopias, promising escape, relief from pain, and perhaps even lasting cure from debilitating and frightening medical and psychological conditions. As we move away from drug-based therapies to more natural and holistic remedies, there is every reason for rediscovering the ancient and well attested therapeutic benefits of taking the waters. Recent medical research has pointed to the physical benefits of drinking more water and the psychological and spiritual benefits to be gained from swimming, or from simply contemplating flowing water.


In the early eighteenth century, Britain paved the way in the development of the planned spa town with its regime of cures, diversions and rules of etiquette, centred around the wells, pump rooms, baths, concert salons, and assembly and gaming halls. However, from the early nineteenth century onwards, the British largely forsook inland spas for coastal resorts where they could enjoy the more bracing pleasures of sea bathing and the entertainments that went with it. The coming of the National Health Service in 1948 led to the closure of the remaining UK treatment centres based on the use of mineral or thermal water in the second half of the twentieth century. After decades of neglect, however, several British spas are being restored and reopened. It is possible to bathe again in the thermal waters at Bath and Buxton and to enjoy a Turkish bath in the former Royal Baths at Harrogate. The former pump rooms at Woodhall Spa and Llandrindod Wells have been refurbished. A new Water in the Wells initiative is pressing for the regeneration of the spa-town heritage of Tunbridge Wells by installing, maintaining and promoting water features in the hope that ‘our all-but waterless spa can be revitalised and rejuvenated’.


Many of the traditional spa towns in Germany and central Europe have retained their baths, pump rooms, hospitals and clinics and remain places of health and healing. There has long been a greater emphasis on the medical aspects of bathing in and drinking natural mineral and thermal waters in Continental spas than in their British counterparts. It is summed up in the different words used to describe spa towns. In English they tended to be known as watering places but in the German speaking world as Kurorte (cure places). The importance of Der Kur, with its medical connotations and strict regime, and understood as a course of treatment and period of rest which does not necessarily bring about full recovery from serious illness or accident, is emphasised in the way that visitors to German spas have always been called Kurgäste rather than just spa guests, as in English. I will frequently be using both the words Kurorte and Kurgäste, and occasionally the comparable French term curistes with its similar connotations, in the pages that follow.


People continue to come to many Continental spa towns today, as they have for several centuries, to undertake cures, still based around drinking and bathing in the natural mineral waters but also increasingly involving a range of other therapies, exercise and dieting regimes. As well as specialising in treating physical complaints, including rheumatism and arthritis, cancer, bronchial and post-operative rehabilitation, clinics and sanatoria in German and central European spa towns are increasingly focusing on psychosomatic complaints, stress, burnout and mental illness. It would be good to see some of Britain’s traditional spa towns taking on this role.


This book can be read as a kind of love letter to Europe’s traditional spa towns, which have for so long been places of resort, healing, gossip, intrigue, inspiration, dissipation and much more. Although they are now, as I am, in the autumn of their lives, they are well poised to serve the contemporary quest for wellness, de-stressing and slow tourism. They may lack the permanent sunshine and trendy therapies of the beach resorts of the Mediterranean, Asia, North Africa, the Caribbean and Latin America, which regularly top the best spa lists and now account for the lion’s share of the $6.32 trillion global wellness industry. But they more than make up in terms of history, heritage, culture and atmosphere. The quieter and gentler inland spas of Europe still have that bewitched, enchanted quality that has attracted so many visitors over the centuries and has made me keep coming back to them over my lifetime. I hope to share some of that special quality with you over the pages that follow and perhaps even make you equally spa struck.


I have been fascinated by spa towns and their distinctive ambience since adolescence. I attribute the origins of this near obsession to the fact that I grew up near Tunbridge Wells in Kent. Visits there in my teens began my lifelong love affair with the quirkiness and other-worldly quality of these places which owe their origin to healing waters and their fame to visits from royalty and aristocracy.


I have been visiting spa towns and writing and broadcasting about them for over fifty years. This book recounts my travels through seven in the United Kingdom, six in Germany, three in the Czech Republic, two in Austria and one each in Belgium and Switzerland. I offer it both as a travel guide to those who may be tempted to follow in my footsteps and visit some or all of these places, and also as a testament to the atmosphere and history of these distinctive and enchanted places which I hope may entertain and enlighten those who for whatever reason are not planning to visit them. Each chapter describes the origins, development and contemporary ambience of a spa town where I have stayed, and where possible, taken a cure. For each one, there is a description of a particular experience of enchantment, which has for me expressed the beguiling character of the place. There are also five suggested things to do and suggestions for further reading.


This is a selective rather than comprehensive guide to European spa towns. It does not cover any in France, Italy, Spain, or in the spa-rich lands of Poland, Hungary, Rumania or the Balkan states. I was tempted to include the very atmospheric and popular baths of Budapest, where I have spent many happy hours soaking and steaming, but it is in reality a city of spas rather than a spa town in the traditional sense that I have defined it. My focus is largely on Britain, where the concept of the spa town really began, and on those German speaking countries where the culture of Die Kur has been and continues to be especially embedded, and its importance to healthy living particularly recognised.


Several of the places featured in this book are prominent tourist destinations. This is certainly true of Bath which comes high in the list of ‘top UK towns for staying visits’. Baden-Baden and Bad Ragaz are among the most exclusive and expensive Continental spa resorts, and Karlovy Vary and Mariánské Lázně continue to attract many health tourists talking cures. But some of the other spa towns which feature in this book are distinctly off the beaten track and receive relatively few visitors. All of them have for me something of that enchanted fairytale character that de Maupassant identified in the villes d’eaux.


There are few now with the time, leisure or inclination to stay for months undertaking a spa cure. The trend is towards short wellness breaks for a few days. This book is an invitation, especially to its British readers, to follow the practice common on the Continent of regularly spending a few days in a historic spa town. Between pampering sessions, detoxing diets, and workouts in the gym or the pool, you will have time to explore some of the distinctive features and attractions that these unique places offer. I hope that this book will help you experience their enchanted fairytale atmosphere, even if, for whatever reason, you decide never to go near one.






BELGIUM








Small and often overlooked it may be, but Belgium deserves pride of place in this book as home to the town that has given its name to spas everywhere, be they global wellness resorts or nail bars and glorified hot tubs. The original Spa is now showing some signs of its age but remains the grande dame of Europe’s watering places, still breathing its distinctive air of enchantment.







1. SPA


The small town of Spa, which sits among the wooded hills of the Ardennes, near Liège, really ought to be the first port of call in any journey around Europe’s spa towns, having given its name to the collective noun which classifies and describes them. It is also one of the oldest, having been first mentioned by the Roman author Pliny the Elder who wrote around AD 77: ‘In Tongaria, a region of Gaul, there is a famous spring whose water sparkles with bubbles and has a distinct aftertaste of iron. The water is an excellent purgative; it cures tertiary fevers and dissipates kidney stones. When the water boils, it bubbles furiously and leaves behind a red residue.’ In the early Middle Ages, the healing waters came to be associated with a local saint, Remaclus, an early-seventh-century Benedictine missionary who reputedly possessed powers to purify fountains and generate springs. Some centuries after his death, healing miracles were recorded at the springs which he had supposedly blessed, including one in which a blind woman bathed her eyes and immediately regained her sight.


There are conflicting theories as to how Spa got its name, which was first adopted in the early fourteenth century when a local ironmaster developed it as a therapeutic resort. Some maintain that it derives from the Walloon word espa, meaning fountain, others that it was an acronym of the Latin phrase sanitas per aquam (health through water) attributed to the Emperor Nero. It is more likely to come from the Latin verb spargere, meaning to sprinkle or moisten, and specifically from sparsa fontana (a gushing fountain). The name was brought into wider currency by two English doctors who visited Spa in the early seventeenth century and came to be applied, initially in the English speaking world but later more generally, to all those places possessing natural springs, rich in minerals and often coming out of the ground hot or warm, to which people resorted to drink or bathe for therapeutic purposes. It has more recently come to be used by a huge variety of establishments operating in the booming modern wellness industry, ranging from luxury retreats in the Caribbean and the Far East to beauty salons and nail bars in the local high street.


Known in its eighteenth-century heyday as La Reine des Villes d’Eaux and described by Emperor Joseph II when he visited in 1781 as ‘the café of Europe’ because of its cosmopolitan atmosphere, Spa is nowadays something of a dowdy dowager duchess with a slightly tatty and down at heel appearance. Considerable efforts are under way to smarten it up with long abandoned buildings being refurbished. They include the Waux Hall, an elegant neoclassical edifice built in 1769 in conscious imitation of the Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens in London to provide assembly and gambling rooms for the aristocratic visitors, known as bobelins, who came to take the waters. It now provides premises for a business club. Also being restored to create a five-star hotel are the old thermal baths in the centre of town built in 1868 and closed at the end of 2003. There are also controversial plans to redevelop the town’s rather scruffy public squares and parks. They certainly need some tender loving care, not least the Parc des Sept Heures, laid out in 1758 and so called because that was the hour when the curistes would promenade (there is also a Parc de Quatre Heures). The Galerie Leopold II, a covered wrought iron walkway of 1878 in the centre of this park, is not without charm, but when I visited it was largely frequented by vagrants and disaffected teenagers. While there is clear room for improvement, it would be a shame if an ultra-modern makeover of these spaces leads to a loss of the atmosphere of faded gentility which undoubtedly contributes to Spa’s enchanted air.


You can no longer take a cure in Spa. The death knell was sounded in 1993 when the Belgian government stopped reimbursing people for spa treatments and effectively ended the town’s role as a therapeutic centre which had become almost entirely dependent on social security support. The days of rich private curistes have long gone, and although there have been some small-scale efforts to cash in on the booming contemporary health and wellness industry, Spa now relies on tourists making one or two night stays and numerous day trippers rather than on those staying to take a full 21-day cure as it did in its time as a working spa town.


What you can still do, as I did, is to walk around the main springs and sample their waters, each with its own distinctive flavour, pamper yourself at the new Thermes de Spa, which stand on the top of a steep hillside above the town and are reached by a cable railway, visit the two interesting museums and the Spa water bottling plant, and drop in on the casino, either for a flutter, or simply to marvel at its opulent décor.


The best way to get a sense of what drew people to Spa in its glory days is to make a tour round the five sources, or springs, still functioning around the town. The cure here was always predominantly about drinking rather than bathing. From the seventeenth to the early twentieth century, curistes would head to a favourite spring, or make a circuit of several, drinking up to nine glasses at each. Engravings depict rustic and romantic scenes. Today the tourist office provides a map for those wanting to tour the sources by car. I made the mistake of thinking this was also the recommended route for walkers and found myself on two busy stretches of road. There are, in fact, pleasant footpaths through wooded areas and beside streams linking the various springs.


The obvious starting place for a tour of the sources is at the tourist office which is located in a modern semi-circular veranda adjoining a striking domed octagonal pavilion in the town centre. It was constructed in 1880 to house the Pouhon Pierre le Grand, Spa’s oldest and best-known spring which yields highly carbonated mineral water at a rate of 21,000 litres per day. It is named after the Russian emperor Peter the Great, who put Spa on the map in 1717 after achieving a cure from liver and digestive problems, as a marble inscription recalls. As with the word ‘spa’, there is some uncertainty of the origin of ‘Pouhon’ which is the Belgian name for a mineral water spring. It seems most likely to derive from the Walloon word pouhi, meaning to draw water, but the local guide books insist that it is called after the Latin potionem meaning a potion, perhaps confirming a lingering anti-Walloon prejudice in this French-speaking part of Belgium. Behind the tourist office is a hall used for art exhibitions and described somewhat misleadingly as the Winter Gardens. Not to be missed here is the Livre D’Or, a fascinating wall painting dating from 1892 which depicts 95 famous visitors to Spa, from Pliny and St Remacle to Charles II, Peter the Great, Alexandre Dumas, the Duke of Wellington and Czar Nicholas I. Somewhat surprisingly, the well-known Italian libertine and lover Giacomo Casanova, who visited Spa on more than one occasion, is not included.


The route to the next spring is due south along the Rue de Barisart through the suburbs of the town which are full of eccentric nineteenth-century villas and small chateaux, reminders of Spa’s wealthy clientele in La Belle Époque. It was in a similarly palatial neo-Norman villa on the outskirts of the town that the German Kaiser Wilhelm II spent the last eight months of the First World War. A trench was dug in its extensive gardens so that he could be photographed beside it, dressed in a grey greatcoat and wearing his famous spiked helmet, giving the impression that he was near the front and at the heart of action rather than safely sheltered in a quiet spa town.


The Barisart Spring itself is rather a disappointment. The water comes from a stainless steel tap and there is an unprepossessing modern restaurant next to it. However, the walking route to the next spring is much more atmospheric, being a pleasant uphill path, named after the German opera composer Giacomo Meyerbeer, who was a regular visitor from 1829 onwards, riding around the town on a donkey. It goes through woodland, crossing and recrossing a stream, and leads eventually to the Source de la Géronstère. The most distant and difficult to reach of the springs, it was the water from here with its ferruginous (iron oxide) properties which cured Peter the Great in 1717. He visited it every morning, often arriving in a chaise drawn by two horses and then walking back, having consumed as many as 21 glasses from the fountain. It still has considerable charm. The fountain is housed in an attractive walled courtyard with an ornamental cupola behind it and the old pump room has been converted into a rustic restaurant. It is a pleasant place to linger and the only source where I encountered others tasting the Spa waters.


From here a long path through woods and an arboretum leads to the Source de la Sauvenière. This used to be one of the most popular destinations for curistes, and especially for young women seeking a cure for infertility, which could supposedly be achieved by drinking nine glasses from the source for nine consecutive days while planting a foot in the imprint supposedly left on the ground by the sandal of St Remaclus who discovered it. Building work at the spring in 1980 uncovered what appeared to be such an imprint and it can supposedly now be seen on the stone pavement surrounding the fountain, although I was unable to find it. The whole place looked rather scruffy, and the same applied to the restaurant beside it. Walkers can avoid the busy main road that leads down to the next spring, the Source du Tonnelet, by taking a footpath through the woods. This was a favourite walk of the Duchess of Orleans, who was famous for riding around Spa on a camel. A large circular obelisk erected by her children halfway down the path gives thanks for the cure which she achieved in 1787 through drinking the Tonnelet water.


The Tonnelet is my favourite source in Spa, both for the taste of its water, which is pleasantly effervescent and mildly metallic, and for its location and ambience. Its handsome cast iron fountain is housed in a circular wrought iron pavilion painted a deep magenta red, with the adjoining pump house painted in the same colour serving as the seemingly obligatory adjacent restaurant. The walk back to the centre of Spa passes a large modern care and convalescent home and then follows an old railway track, dipping down to the Parc des Anglais, so called because an Anglican church was built there in 1826 for the many English spa guests. The church was demolished in 1966, and the park shares the rather scruffy appearance of most of the town’s public places. On its edge is Le Britannique, a rather forbidding-looking building which became the headquarters of the German Army during the closing months of the First World War and from where Kaiser Wilhelm I abdicated as German Emperor on 9 November 1918. It was from Spa station that he quietly departed at dawn the following day on his way to exile in the Netherlands. His first request when he reached Amerongen Castle was for a ‘cup of really hot, strong English tea’. In 1944, the building was taken over as the headquarters of the Allied forces in the closing stages of the Second World War and it is now a boys’ boarding school.


Although very few people now come to Spa to take the waters, there is still a flourishing trade in bottling and selling them. Spa water was first bottled in the late sixteenth century, enabling the company which now markets it, Spa Monopole, to put on their labels the claim ‘natural since 1583’. A visit to their bottling plant, near the town’s railway station, is highly recommended and should be possible again from 2026 after a period of post-Covid closure and redevelopment. A gallery on the top floor gives superb views of the entire bottling process. Environmentalists would be aghast at the number of plastic bottles going through the production line, even if 50 per cent of the plastic used is now recycled. A fascinating exhibition points out that the human body is made up of around 60 per cent water – 94 per cent in the case of a foetus and a measly 50 per cent among the elderly – and that each person loses 2.5 litres of water a day. Anyone not drinking 1.5 litres daily diminishes their physical capacity by 20 per cent. The exhibition lauds water in all its forms. It must be the only tourist attraction in the world to make a virtue of locally high levels of rainfall, proudly pointing out the Spa area receives one and a half times more rain than the Belgian average. Established in 1924, the factory can fill 66,500 bottles an hour. They are stamped with the symbol of a pierrot, adopted to symbolise ‘l’eau pétillante qui jaillit du sol’ (the sparkling water that springs from the ground). It is available in three varieties: Reine, a still water drawn from the Marie Henriette spring; Finesse, a naturally light sparkling water; and Intense, more highly carbonated with the addition of CO2.


Those wishing to bathe in the thermal water need to take the funicular railway up the steep hillside from the Parc des Sept Heures to the Thermes de Spa. Opened in 2004, it is a typical modern bathing complex with pools, jacuzzis, whirlpools and flumes, and on the evening that I visited was largely frequented by young couples. Upstairs there are two areas devoted to saunas and steam rooms (which are called hammams here). One is for nude participants and the other not. I made the mistake of entering the hammam on the nude side with my swimming trunks on, having misunderstood the meaning of the sign ‘naturel’ at the entrance, and was roundly upbraided, a reminder that on the Continent spa goers tend to be much more unsettled by the wearing of costumes than by nudity. The most bizarre feature of the Thermes de Spa is a chilling out room on the non-nude side where the lighting picks out and enhances white and light colours. The effect is particularly striking with bikinis which are made to glow in the dark with an exciting and dazzling effect of which Casanova would undoubtedly have approved.


I did not try any treatments but the brochure for what is intriguingly called ‘L’Institut’ offered the usual range of massages, specialist baths and douches as well as an all-day programme intriguingly described as ‘Les Forfaits Sans Lunch’ or ‘Les Forfaits Avec Lunch’. The word ‘Forfait’ seemed to hint at the penance and suffering implicit in traditional spa cures, but recourse to the dictionary reveals that it simply means ‘package’ or ‘flat rate’. In a deliberate link with the past, copper baths used in the old bath house from 1868 because of their resistance to the acidity of the thermal waters have been transferred to the Thermes de Spa and are used for individual bathing treatments. A recent addition to the treatments offered are ‘thermoludic activities’ which include half an hour of aqua gymnastics (apparently equivalent to an hour and a half of traditional gymnastics in terms of calories burned) and lying in a small pool supported by flotation aids while tuning into the vibrations and sounds of a Tibetan bowl being struck.


A good idea of what Spa was like in its heyday is conveyed in the town museum which is housed in the Villa Royale. It was once the home of Marie Henriette, wife of King Leopold II of Belgium. She retreated to Spa in 1895 after finally separating from her philandering husband and spent the last seven years of her life there. The museum is well organised with a superb video presentation on the original sources, displays of the wooden inlaid boxes which were sought after as souvenirs by the curistes, and a timeline giving a detailed account of the town’s history from the sixteenth to early twentieth century. A more recherché museum situated in an old school building nearby must surely be the only one in the world devoted entirely to the history of laundry. I was told by the two grandes dames who run it that the reason why Spa has such a museum is that washing the clothes of the many elegant ladies who came to take the cure became a major local industry, with every hotel having an extensive laundry. It seems a slightly tenuous connection, but it has provided an excuse for an impressive collection of washing machines from different periods, several of which are activated on request, as well as soaps and detergents of every kind. Nearby is an elegant tea room, redolent of those that used to be found in Cheltenham and Tunbridge Wells, where I enjoyed an omelette to the accompaniment of Bach on the sound system in a room full of ornate plasterwork and imitation rococo furniture.


Overall, Spa exudes a rather appealing sense of nostalgia and harks back to an earlier and simpler age. This is exemplified by the life-size mural on the wall of a restaurant which commemorates George Krins, who played first violin on board the Titanic. But the town has its racier side, as one might expect from the fact that it hosts Formula 1 racing with the Belgian Grand Prix. The municipal casino stands in a prominent position next to the main theatre and Kursaal (Assembly Rooms), now mostly used for weddings and receptions, and across a small park from the former bath house. Spa claims to have the oldest casino in Europe, if not in the world, although this is contested by Venetians who claim this distinction for their city. The first gambling house in the Belgian town, known as La Redoute, opened in 1763 with the Waux Hall following six years later. A third casino, Salon Levez, opened in 1785. Rivalry between them provoked fierce battles. The prince bishop of Liège, who owned most of the town and whose extremely tolerant religious polices allowed gambling to flourish, eventually had to intervene and send 200 men and two cannons to quell the ensuing riots. Regulations were drawn up to divide the various games, entertainments, concerts and balls between the three establishments. A directive issued in 1816 and displayed in the town museum forbade entrance to any of the casinos by any women or girls ‘noted in public opinion for the depravation of their morals’. In fact, Spa seems to have attracted a decidedly less louche and decadent gambling clientele than the casinos of the German spas, although ‘jeux de hasard’ were clearly a good revenue earner. When gambling was outlawed by the Belgian government in 1872, Spa received 890,000 francs (the equivalent of around four and a half million Euros today) in compensation. The money was used to build the Galerie Leopold II and the Protestant and Catholic churches. Gambling was legalised again in the early twentieth century.


The present casino is a shadow of its former self, although it retains a gaudy opulence and boasts an upper room with fine painted ceilings dating from the late nineteenth century. Open from 11am until the early hours, much of the ground floor is given over to slot machines. Upstairs are poker and roulette tables. When I visited on a Saturday evening, the place felt pretty quiet, although I did leave at 9pm when business was probably about to hot up. Apart from a few women hunched over the slot machines, all the gamblers were male. Despite the dress code notices, which had led me to put on a jacket and tie, the favoured apparel seemed to be scruffy anoraks. Smokers crowded together in dedicated glass booths – smoking and gambling seem to go together – and a self-service area provided free hot and cold drink dispensers, soup and crisps. With the addition of canapes brought round by a female attendant, this made for a free evening’s entertainment, especially as I resisted the temptation to place any bets – rien de rien rather than rien ne va plus being my motto when it comes to gambling – and contented myself with walking round the tables observing the bored croupiers and reckless punters. Prominently displayed in the entrance foyer was a leaflet in several languages, including English, warning of the dangers of addiction to gambling. It even included a card to fill in and send to Belgium’s gaming commission asking to be banned from all the country’s casinos and gambling halls. This seemed like a rare and commendable example of self-policing by the gambling industry but maybe it was insisted on by the government.


Spa no longer epitomises the values of health and hedonism, those twin mainstays of traditional spa culture. It lacks curistes or clinics, and the decadent pleasure seekers who once flocked to the Café of Europe have all but disappeared. The prevailing atmosphere may be one of faded glory, but the place does still have an undeniably quirky feel deriving from its status as the first spa town. I was able to have a very enjoyable and reasonably healthy time there, principally through sampling the waters from the five main sources. I wish I could say that my model was Giacomo Meyerbeer who got up every day at 6am and had a cold shower from a watering can before taking several glasses of water and then rubbing his teeth with three sage leaves. He worked for the rest of the morning, took a light lunch and then had nothing more to eat except one biscuit in the late evening. I am afraid that the free soup and crisps offered in the casino broke my good resolutions and my fast. Would that I had stuck to the roulette mantra of rien ne va plus.


Experience of enchantment


The wonderfully old-fashioned mode of arrival into Spa on a two-carriage train which trundles slowly through a wooded valley and makes its final halt at the terminus of Spa Géronstère, named after the source which cured Peter the Great and consisting of a single platform, a small shelter and a set of buffers. As you literally reach the end of the line, there is a feeling of being transported back into a gentler and simpler world.


Five things to do in Spa






	➢

	Walk round and sample the five sources.






	➢

	Visit the laundry museum and ask the ladies in charge to switch on the washing machines.






	➢

	Watch the bottles of Spa Monopole water being filled.






	➢

	Go nude into the ‘naturel’ sauna and steam rooms at the Thermes de Spa.






	➢

	Enjoy the free soup and crisps in the casino (if they are still being offered).







And a suitable book or two to take with you


Agatha Christie suggests in The Big Four that Hercule Poirot came from Spa, so any of her stories featuring the Belgian detective would be a suitable companion for a visit. You could add a novel by Alexandre Dumas or Victor Hugo, who both took cures here. Leon Maurice Crismer’s The Extraordinary History of the Waters of Spa provides a detailed and well-illustrated history of the spa town and its waters.






BRITAIN








It was the British who first made spa towns the prototypes of the modern holiday resort, places where people would go for rest and relaxation as well as for health benefits. Fashionable and elegant in their physical layout, their ambience and their clientele, they developed a distinctive atmosphere which combined health with hedonism and desperation with decadence. Although the attractions of seaside bathing came to supplant those of taking the waters and coastal resorts took over as the main holiday destinations, the inland spa towns of England and Wales retained something of their original character. They continue to exert a quaint and nostalgic charm. After decades of decline and neglect, several have recently undergone renovation and experienced a revival, and it is now possible once more to drink and bathe in their natural mineral waters.







2. BATH


Bath is Britain’s best known spa town, although it is strictly speaking a city, having been given that designation in a royal charter of 1590. It also has a wider European significance in providing the model followed by spas across the Continent in the eighteenth century of combining medical treatments with entertainments and diversions and so becoming the favoured resorts of the rich and fashionable. It was Bath’s famous master of ceremonies, Beau Nash, who established the combination of etiquette and excess that made spa towns centres of both health and hedonism.


Bath has by far the hottest natural thermal mineral waters in Britain. They emerge at a temperature of 46° Centigrade (115° Fahrenheit), and a rate of more than a million litres a day, after as much as 10,000 years deep underground. Its three hot springs have been venerated and associated with mysterious and magical therapeutic powers from prehistoric times. Collections of small flint tools found near them suggest that stone age hunters made offerings to the waters as long ago as 8000 BC. According to legend, the thermal waters were discovered by Bladud, a British prince living sometime between the ninth and fifth century BC. Banished from his father’s court because he suffered from leprosy, he became a swineherd and wandered around the Avon valley with his pigs which also contracted a scrofulous skin disease. One day he came to a steaming swamp. The pigs plunged in and emerged healed. Bladud ventured into the swamp and found that it cured his leprosy. He returned to his father’s court and succeeded him as king, establishing his seat at the site of the healing springs.


It was the Romans who first built baths fed directly from the hot springs soon after their legionaries arrived in this part of western Britain around the middle of the first century AD. They named the site Aquae Sulis and dedicated the baths jointly to Sul, the Celtic goddess who had long been associated with the springs by the local tribes, and Minerva, the Roman goddess of wisdom. Sulis Minerva became the composite Romano-British deity presiding over the hot springs and a substantial colonnaded temple dedicated to her was built adjoining the baths which were extended and roofed over. The main source of the thermal waters, a bubbling pool of greenish steaming water sited between the temple and the baths complex, was venerated as the sacred heart of Aquae Sulis. Regarded as the dwelling place of Sulis Minerva, bathing was forbidden here. It was rather a sacred place where people came to make contact with the other world and to make offerings to the gods.


Aquae Sulis was a place of worship as much as of recreation and healing, with its temple being as important as its baths. This is evident from several of the surviving objects on display in the restored Roman baths complex which were only rediscovered by the Victorians after nearly 1,500 years of disuse. They include the head of a gilded statue to Sulis Minerva, the remains of a massive altar with sculptured panels depicting Jupiter, Bacchus and Hercules, and several smaller altars dedicated to various deities which were erected by pilgrims from across Europe who clearly came to the baths for both therapeutic and devotional purposes. Perhaps the most striking surviving artefact is a carving from the triangular pediment which adorned the top of the entrance to the temple. A fusion of Celtic and classical culture, it depicts a male head, bearded and moustached, with the features of a Gorgon or Medusa-like figure. Writhing serpents spring from his hair, symbolising the hot healing springs pouring forth.


Those visiting the Roman baths in their heyday could swim in the naturally hot waters, sweat in a steam bath or a dry room similar to a modern sauna, and then plunge into a cold pool, or sit immersed up to the neck in a variety of hot and cold curative baths. They would also have taken part in religious rituals in the temple presided over by priests and thrown votive offerings into the water. More than 12,000 Roman coins spanning the period from the first to the fourth century AD have been recovered from the area around the sacred spring. So, too, have 130 curses written on small lead tablets. Addressed to Sulis Minerva by those who felt themselves wronged, usually through robbery or theft, they ask the goddess to bring misfortune on their assailants and point to a darker side to the perceived spiritual powers of the mysterious bubbling water.
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