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INTRODUCTION

Of all the natural features of Montana and Wyoming, perhaps none has inspired as many legends or been the object of as much wonder as the region’s primeval hot springs. The number and variety of thermal springs found in these two states are unsurpassed anywhere in the world. There’s something for everyone here, from the beautiful mineral terraces in Hot Springs State Park near Thermopolis and the magnificent geysers in Yellowstone National Park to Montana’s secluded mountain soaks and the sleepy resorts on the eastern prairie.

Native Americans bathed in the region’s hot springs for perhaps thousands of years before the arrival of European settlers. Tribes considered many springs to be sacred ground, gathering places where warring factions would call truces to soak in the pools. Members of the Crow, Arapaho, Shoshone, Sioux, and Flathead tribes frequented the region’s hot springs, and fur trappers heard ancient legends of the great healing power of the water. When Dr. A. J. Hunter visited a hot springs near Livingston, Montana, in 1864, he reported seeing more than 1,000 tepees of the Crow tribe clustered around the springs and many tribal members bathing in the mineral water.

The first explorers to discover hot springs in the region were Lewis and Clark, who visited Lolo Hot Springs near the current Montana–Idaho border in 1805. Captain Clark’s diary contains the first recorded description of a hot springs in the Rocky Mountains:


[We] passed several springs which I observed the deer, elk, etc. had made roads to, and below one of the Indians had made a hole to bathe. I tasted this water and found it hot and not bad tasted. In further examination I found this water nearly boiling hot at the places it spouted from the rocks. I put my finger in the water, at first could not bear it in a second.



Captain Clark’s journals also contain entries indicating that he visited what is now Jackson Hot Springs, in Montana’s Big Hole Valley, on his return from the Pacific Ocean in 1806.

John Colter, a member of the Lewis and Clark Expedition, also figured prominently in the early exploration of hot springs in the Northern Rockies. Colter was the first to describe the geothermal wonders of Yellowstone, as well as the geothermal area near present-day Cody, Wyoming.

In 1832 Captain Benjamin Bonneville discovered the large hot springs near Thermopolis in what is now Hot Springs State Park. Ten years later the explorer John C. Frémont described a “gurgling springs,” later named Emigrants’ Laundry Tub, which served as a major landmark along the Oregon Trail in southeastern Wyoming.

The discovery of gold in the 1860s prompted a major period of discovery and development for the region’s hot springs, especially in Montana. From 1864 to 1870, bathhouses and hotels were built at hot springs near gold camps in Chico, Virginia City, Boulder, Clancy, and Helena. Gold miners would soak their aching bones in the hot water, and local physicians prescribed daily soaks as a cure for a variety of diseases.

The decades from 1890 to 1920 were the heyday of the region’s elegant hot springs resorts. Luxurious hotels were built at Hunter’s, Chico, Corwin, and Broad-water hot springs, and the newly constructed Northern Pacific Railroad brought a constant stream of vacationers eager to enjoy these resorts.

The era of sumptuous resort hotels lasted only about thirty years. Several of the resorts were destroyed in spectacular fires, and one was severely damaged by an earthquake. The enactment of Prohibition laws forbidding the consumption of alcoholic beverages proved to be the fatal blow to several other popular hot springs resorts.

After World War II many of the commercial facilities at hot springs in Montana and Wyoming struggled to survive. Although they often had a loyal local clientele, few of these resorts could attract sufficient tourists to really thrive. One resort had more than ten different owners in a fifty-year period.

The last forty years have seen a rebirth in the popularity of hot springs in the region. Several new resorts have been built, including Yellowstone Hot Springs north of Gardner and the renovated Astoria Hot Springs Park south of Jackson Hole. Older resorts have been renovated, including Broadwater Hot Springs and Fitness near Helena, Bozeman Hot Springs, and Spa Hot Springs & Clinic in White Sulphur Springs. Not only are these resorts popular with locals, but an increasing number of national and international visitors are discovering the pleasure of soaking at these scenic escapes from civilization.

In addition to the many outstanding hot springs resorts, Montana and Wyoming are also home to undeveloped thermal pools, including Granite Falls Hot Springs, Upper Potosi Hot Springs, and the wonderful soaking areas in Yellowstone National Park. These pristine bathing spots have remained relatively unchanged over the years, delighting generations of soakers seeking the physical and mental bliss that can only be found in the soothing water of natural hot springs.


HOT SPRINGS GEOLOGY

Montana and Wyoming are home to the largest concentration of hot springs in the world. Not surprisingly, the majority of these hot springs lie in Yellowstone National Park, but a significant number of hot springs in Montana and Wyoming lie far outside of Yellowstone’s boundaries.

Why are these hot springs found here and not elsewhere in the United States? And what makes hot springs hot? The answers lie in the presence of a unique combination of ingredients necessary to form hot springs. These ingredients are only found in a few places in the world.

The first thing necessary to form a hot spring is, of course, heat. The earth’s core is made up of molten rock, called magma, which can be as hot as 7,000 degrees Fahrenheit. The hottest temperatures occur at the center of the earth, more than 4,000 miles from the surface. The temperature of the earth decreases as you move away from the center. By the time you get within 50 miles of the earth’s surface, the temperature is around 2,000 degrees F. Fortunately for us, the immense heat of the earth continues to cool as it approaches the surface. The top mile or so of the earth’s crust has a fairly constant temperature gradient of about 1 degree F for every 100 feet of depth. This means that the temperature 1,000 feet below the surface is usually about 10 degrees hotter than the ground just beneath our feet. Temperatures at a depth of 10,000 feet would be 100 degrees warmer than the surface. This natural heat gradient in the earth is the primary ingredient needed for the formation of hot springs.

Not all of this region’s hot springs rely on the earth’s natural heat gradient for their temperature. Yellowstone National Park sits atop an unusually thin section of the earth’s crust. The molten magma is only a few miles deep beneath Yellowstone, much closer to the surface than it is anywhere else in the region. This means the earth’s temperature is much higher just below the surface of Yellowstone than in other areas, and the temperature gradient is much steeper than normal. This “hot spot” provides a perfect environment for the formation of Yellowstone’s thousands of unique geothermal features.

The second element needed for forming a hot spring is a way for rainwater to penetrate the earth the thousands of feet necessary for it to get hot. Most of the hot springs described in this book occur at the edges of mountain ranges, and with good reason. Rainwater in the mountains percolates down faults, or cracks in the earth, which are commonly found in the mountains and valleys of Montana and Wyoming. These faults may extend thousands of feet into the earth, providing an easily traveled highway for surface water to follow. As the water descends into the earth, it is warmed by the natural heat gradient. Eventually this heated water enters other faults that lead back to the earth’s surface. The heated water rises to the surface through a combination of natural convection and the pressure of the water column pushing from behind. The water eventually emerges at the surface of the earth as a hot spring. The entire cycle, from the time the rainwater enters the earth until it emerges as a hot spring, may take thousands of years.

Although all geothermal features are often called hot springs, there are actually five different types of thermal water phenomena in Montana and Wyoming:

Hot springs: These are by far the most common types of hot-water features. A hot spring is simply a pool or spring of natural hot water that emerges from the earth at a temperature higher than normal groundwater. Hot springs usually occur in areas that have natural cracks in the earth that serve as conduits to bring the artesian water to the surface. This guidebook describes hot springs that range in temperature from 68 degrees F to some in Yellowstone that are hotter than boiling.

Mud pots: A mud pot is a type of hot spring that contains a much higher quantity of dissolved rock material than a normal hot spring. Mud pots often are very colorful, depending on the type of dissolved rock that is present in the hot water. Mud pots are rare outside of Yellowstone National Park.

Geysers: A geyser is a very rare type of hot spring, where hot water builds up tremendous pressure just beneath the earth’s surface. This hot water eventually boils, and the resulting steam erupts, sending a column of steam and hot water into the air. In the Montana–Wyoming region, active geysers occur only in Yellowstone, although remnants of old geyser cones are visible near the Wyoming towns of Cody and Auburn.

Fumaroles: Sometimes superheated water emerges from the earth only in the gas phase, forming a constant steam vent called a fumarole. These geothermal phenomena occur primarily in Yellowstone on high ground well above the water table.

Hot-water wells: Found mainly in eastern Montana and Wyoming, hot-water wells penetrate deep aquifers of thermally heated water that have no natural outlets to the earth’s surface. These wells usually were intended to be oil wells or to provide cold water, but instead they punctured an underground aquifer of hot water. Examples of hot-water wells described in this guidebook include the 185-degree-F Angela Well north of Miles City, Montana, and Sleeping Buffalo Hot Springs near Malta, Montana.




BOOK ORGANIZATION

Montana and Wyoming offer an amazing variety of hot springs to enjoy. Some hot springs offer little opportunity for bathing and are visited simply to savor their historical past. Others are quiet primitive pools where you can soak in solitude in a forested mountain valley or on an endless grassland prairie. Still others have rustic mineral pools that have been cared for by the same family for generations. Some hot springs in the region are family-style resorts, while others are posh spas with gourmet restaurants and other top-flight amenities including golf courses, time-share condominiums, and guided fly-fishing trips.

Hot springs pools have been described with a variety of names. During the 1890s smaller enclosed hot springs pools were called “plunges.” The largest, most elegant pools, such as those at Broadwater Hot Springs near Helena, were referred to as “natatoriums.” Over time these words lost their original specific meanings. Thermal pools today are known as plunges, natatoriums, mineral baths, hot springs, spas, bathhouses, and resorts, and you will find all of these terms used in this book. But no matter what they’re called, all of these facilities provide soothing hot-water soaks. Your best bet is to enjoy the experience yourself, and then come up with your own words to describe this form of heaven.

This guide covers most of the publicly accessible hot springs in Montana and Wyoming, but it doesn’t list every known thermal area in these two states. Many once-popular bathing resorts that are now off-limits to the public aren’t included, such as Granite Hot Springs in Montana and Puller’s Hot Springs near Virginia City. Other more primitive hot springs, such as Ringling Flowing Well in Montana’s Shields River Valley, are conspicuously posted with NO TRESPASSING signs. These types of hot springs have also been excluded from this book. Some marginally warm springs like Nimrod Springs swimming hole near Rock Creek in Montana also aren’t included. Also, there are some hot springs that are currently closed to the public, but may be reopening after this book is published, including Medicine Springs in Montana’s Bitterroot Valley.

The “Honorable Mentions” appendix at the end of the book features hot springs in Montana and Wyoming that are, unfortunately, not open for public bathing but have compelling histories and vantage points that are accessible to the public (these include Montaqua Mineral Health Resort, Hunter’s Hot Springs, and Jackalope Plunge). If you visit these hot springs, please respect the private property boundaries and observe the hot springs from the public roads. If you want to enter private land to observe or soak in a hot spring, always find out who owns the land and ask permission first.

This book is divided into seven geographical sections: northwest Montana, southwest Montana, northeast Montana, southeast Montana, Yellowstone National Park, northwest Wyoming (outside of Yellowstone), and southeast Wyoming. Curiously, there are no known hot springs in either southwest Wyoming or northeast Wyoming. Each geographical section of the book presents detailed information on the hot springs in that area, with the springs arranged to facilitate travel from one hot spring to the next for those who want to plan tours to several hot springs.

The information in this book is current at the time of publication, but hot springs resorts in Montana and Wyoming have a reputation for changing ownership and accessibility. Some resorts may go out of business overnight, while formerly closed resorts may change ownership and reopen to the public. NO TRESPASSING signs may suddenly appear on locked gates on roads that formerly allowed access to primitive pools on private land.




USING DIRECTIONS AND MAPS IN THIS BOOK

The majority of hot springs in Montana and Wyoming are near paved roads or highways and require little navigational skill to locate. Each chapter of this book contains detailed directions on finding the hot springs, accompanied by a clear map (if needed) and GPS coordinates. Although most of the springs should be easy to find with the maps and directions in this book, you may want to obtain a topographical map before visiting some of the more isolated springs (topo maps can be obtained directly from the US Geological Survey, from map supply stores, or at many outdoor-recreation stores). The name of the topo map most useful in finding each spring is included in the descriptions. The GPS coordinates will also help you narrow in on your search to the more isolated hot springs.

Although most hot springs in Montana and Wyoming are not hard to find, the hot springs in the backcountry of Yellowstone National Park are an exception. Before heading to thermal areas away from the main roads of Yellowstone, refer to Bill Schneider’s Hiking Yellowstone National Park (FalconGuides, 2019) for detailed directions, camping regulations, and map information.




PRECAUTIONS

Soaking in natural hot springs is one of life’s true pleasures. Following a few safety tips helps ensure you have only pleasant memories of your experience.

Swimming in most commercial hot springs resorts in Montana and Wyoming requires no more preparation than you would make before visiting a commercial swimming pool. However, bathing in the more rustic or primitive pools requires a few precautions. Here’s a quick checklist of things to remember before you head out on your next hot springs adventure.


	Always test the water temperature before you get into a thermal pool. Hot springs can be scalding, and unfortunately there have been tragic deaths in Montana and Wyoming when people jumped or dove into thermal pools that they thought were safe to soak in. Even hot springs that you’ve visited before can experience drastic changes in temperature. Some hot springs are much cooler early in the spring and summer when melting snows mix with thermal water. Other thermal spots, such as the hot springs that mix with river water in Yellowstone, can be much too hot for soaking during a dry year when insufficient river water is available to cool the hot springs. Even commercial facilities can have some pools that are too hot for comfort. Play it safe before you soak, and always test the water with your fingertip, then cautiously ease into the pool. The bottom of some thermal pools can be much hotter than the surface, so be careful even after you’ve settled in for your soak.

	Keep your head above water in natural hot-water pools. While commercial swimming pools are chlorinated, most mineral pools in Wyoming and Montana are not. Drinking or inhaling this water can expose you to a variety of nasty amoebae and bacteria, including Giardia and Naegleria. Try to avoid water droplets or spray, especially in primitive thermal pools.

	Don’t soak by yourself. Soaking with friends is not only more enjoyable, it’s safer.

	Drink plenty of (nonalcoholic) fluids. Hot-water soaks can increase your body temperature and can put abnormal stress on your heart. Drink plenty of water during your hot springs bath, and avoid alcoholic beverages, especially if you’ve been soaking for a long time. Lengthy thermal soaks and a high alcohol level in your bloodstream are a dangerous combination—stick to nonalcoholic beverages.

	Don’t soak in a hot pool for long periods of time if you’re pregnant. Raising your body temperature can put undue stress on the fetus.

	Remove your jewelry before you get into thermal pools. The sulfur found in some hot springs in Montana and Wyoming may quickly tarnish your favorite ring or bracelet.

	Watch your children. If you’re soaking with your kids, make sure they are close by at all times, especially when soaking in thermal areas with strong river currents such as Yellowstone’s Boiling River.

	Take special precautions when visiting Yellowstone’s backcountry hot springs. The wild country of Yellowstone National Park requires that you familiarize yourself with techniques for hiking and camping in bear country, traveling through unmarked thermal areas, and Park Service regulations on soaking in Yellowstone’s thermal areas. See the Yellowstone section of this guidebook for specific information on visiting Yellowstone’s backcountry hot springs.






EQUIPMENT CHECKLIST

Preparing to visit the more luxurious hot springs resorts in Montana and Wyoming requires packing little more than a swimsuit and some good books to read in the lounge chairs. However, if you’re planning on soaking in one of the more rustic or primitive thermal pools in the region, the following items may come in handy:


	
[image: frn_fig_038.jpg] Swimsuit (optional at some hot springs, but take one along just in case)
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[image: frn_fig_038.jpg] Rubber thongs or old sneakers (to protect your feet from sharp rocks in pools)

	
[image: frn_fig_038.jpg] Drinking water (it’s easy to get dehydrated if you soak for a long time)
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[image: frn_fig_038.jpg] A hat that provides good shade protection

	
[image: frn_fig_038.jpg] Sunscreen (for your nose, ears, and other areas not submerged)

	
[image: frn_fig_038.jpg] Skin moisturizer (for use after soaking)

	
[image: frn_fig_038.jpg] Flashlight (if you think you may have to return to your car after dusk)







RESPONSIBLE BEHAVIOR


The vast majority of people who visit Montana and Wyoming hot springs know that these thermal areas are rare natural wonders, and they treat both the hot springs and other visitors with courtesy and respect. Unfortunately, a few individuals haven’t been as respectful of some of the more primitive pools, and their inconsiderate actions have forced restrictions to be placed on some popular hot springs areas. Granite Hot Springs in Wyoming, Boiling River in Yellowstone National Park, and Jerry Johnson Hot Springs in Idaho used to be open at night. But after years of alcohol-related


[image: Caution signs may alert soakers to water that is too hot for soaking. But it is wise to check all soaking pools before getting in.]
Caution signs may alert soakers to water that is too hot for soaking. But it is wise to check all soaking pools before getting in.
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The honor system is used at some hot springs to collect soaking fees.



incidents, Park Service and Forest Service officials have had to close these springs to all after-dark bathing.

You can do your part both to protect the fragile nature of hot springs areas and enhance the quality of the soaking experience for both yourself and other visitors by keeping in mind a few rules of etiquette during your visit.


	Don’t bring glass containers. Nothing ruins a hot soak faster than cutting your feet on a shard of broken glass.

	Pack out all your trash. And pack out as much trash that’s been left by others as you can.

	Respect private property rights. Don’t enter a hot spring on private land without being sure the owner allows public access.

	Keep noise to a minimum. Soaking in hot springs is an almost mystical experience to some bathers. Loud parties or blaring radios ruin the mood for everyone.

	Watch where you walk. Many hot springs have deposited beautiful ledges of fragile minerals, which may have taken decades to build up. Walking on these delicate areas can destroy these deposits.

	Follow local conventions on nudity. Several primitive hot springs described in this book are clothing optional, but use your own judgment before you strip. If you come to a primitive hot pool that’s already occupied by clothed bathers, then either ask if it’s OK to soak nude or follow the majority lead and wear your swimsuit.






AUTHOR’S FAVORITES


Most Historic Hot Springs: Emigrants’ Laundry Tub

You won’t find an attractive soak at this location, but for true history buffs, these warm springs near Guernsey in southeastern Wyoming are at the top of the list. Emigrants’ Laundry Tub was described by John C. Frémont during his first trek westward, and later the warm springs were an important landmark for thousands of pioneers traveling on the Oregon Trail. It’s easy to imagine the pioneer wagons in the 1830s arriving at the warm springs a day after leaving the last outpost of civilization at Fort Laramie. Combine a morning visiting Emigrants’ Laundry Tub with an afternoon exploring the nearby Oregon Trail Ruts National Historic Site, the hundreds of pioneer signatures carved into the sandstone at Register Cliff National Historic Site, and a visit to Fort Laramie.




Most Romantic Hot Springs: 
Chico Hot Springs Resort and Day Spa

Located an hour north of Yellowstone National Park in the Paradise Valley, Chico Hot Springs Resort and Day Spa offers all the ingredients needed for a romantic weekend. Request a room in the original lodge building (the rooms with private baths and antique furnishings are best for a true “old lodge” experience). Spend the afternoon with your partner relaxing in the outdoor pools, and then linger over a gourmet meal in the intimate atmosphere of Chico’s renowned restaurant. After dinner take a stroll outside under the brilliant stars and moonlit mountain peaks, then slip back into the hot pools for a pre-bedtime soak.




Most Luxurious Hot Springs:
 Saratoga Hot Springs Resort

If you’re looking to be pampered, the Saratoga Hot Springs Resort is the place for you. The resort has invested several million dollars over the last few years to completely renovate the facilities, and the attention to detail and guest comfort is unmatched. Located about an hour north of the Colorado border in southeastern Wyoming, the Saratoga Hot Springs Resort is furnished in the style of a luxurious western dude ranch, with oversize leather chairs and couches in front of massive stone fireplaces and feather quilts and Pendleton wool blankets in the bedrooms. Food and beverage offerings include an on-site microbrewery and a gourmet restaurant. Don’t miss luxuriating in one of the private soaking pools, each enclosed by a tepee, and follow that up with a professional massage or an aromatherapy session at the Healing Waters Spa.


[image: Star Plunge, one of the popular family soaks within Hot Springs State Park.]
Star Plunge, one of the popular family soaks within Hot Springs State Park.






Best for Families: Hot Springs State Park

Great family vacation spots have attractions for both harried parents and enthusiastic children. Hot Springs State Park, located in northwest Wyoming near the town of Thermopolis, fills all the requirements for a perfect family adventure. The third-most-visited park in Wyoming after Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks, Hot Springs State Park is home to one of the largest hot springs in the world. Take the kids on a walking tour of the colorful terraces formed by the hot water, then drive on the loop road past the buffalo pasture, where you may see two dozen bison grazing in the distance. When you’re ready to swim, there are five separate public and commercial facilities with hot mineral soaking pools, saunas, waterslides, and wading pools. And both the Days Inn by Wyndham Thermopolis and the Best Western Plus Plaza Hotel offer mineral water pools and great family accommodations. Not far from the state park are other great places to visit with kids, including the Wyoming Dinosaur Center and Petroglyphs State Park.




Wild and Natural: Boiling River

There’s no better way to experience firsthand the raw power of the earth’s geological forces than by soaking in Yellowstone National Park’s Boiling River. Located 2 miles from the north entrance of the park, Boiling River pours more than 1,200 gallons of hot water every minute over travertine ledges into the cold Gardner River. Adventurous soakers slip into the warm pools formed where the hot water and the Gardner River mix. Wildlife is abundant in the area, and you may have to wait for bison to cross the trail to the springs before continuing on to the soaking area. Soakers sometimes spot elk and bighorn sheep on the opposite banks of the river. After your soak, continue 2 miles farther south to see Mammoth Hot Springs, the largest hot springs terrace in the world.




Most Isolated: Angela Well

Located 28 miles north of Miles City in southeastern Montana, Angela Well is a hot springs you’ve got to work at to visit. Once you reach the isolated town of Angela, you’ll still have another 6 miles of gravel road and then 4 miles of dirt ruts to travel before you arrive at the hot-water well. But the long trip is worth it—every minute, over a thousand gallons of 185-degree-F water pour out of the well onto the prairie to form a brilliant white terrace that looks like a small version of the terraces at Mammoth Hot Springs in Yellowstone. Prairie grassland and wheat fields stretch to the horizon in all directions, with only a few cows sharing the view.



[image: The main soaking pool at Big Medicine Hot Springs]
The main soaking pool at Big Medicine Hot Springs











NORTHWEST MONTANA

From the Kootenai River to the rugged peaks of Glacier National Park, northwest Montana is a geographically diverse area known for its wild mountain country and wide prairie basins. The region is home to the Flathead Indian Reservation; the city of Kalispell; the National Bison Range; and Flathead Lake, the largest natural body of water in Montana.

The hot springs of northwest Montana include a cluster of resorts near the aptly named town of Hot Springs. In addition, Quinn’s Hot Springs Resort is east of the town of St. Regis, and the K Bar L Ranch and Medicine Springs offers a warm-water pool on the eastern edge of the Bob Marshall Wilderness.






1. CAMAS/BIG MEDICINE HOT SPRINGS


General description: An outdoor soaking pool and hot-water Jacuzzi in the shadow of an abandoned hot springs resort in the sleepy town of Hot Springs.

Location: About 80 miles north of Missoula, Montana, and 65 miles south of Kalispell on the Flathead Indian Reservation.

Development: Developed.

Best time to visit: Open year-round. One local says that he prefers soaks in the steamy water in the early mornings or in the fall or winter, but bathers visit the soaking pool at Big Medicine every day of the year.

Restrictions: There’s a small fee for using the pools at Big Medicine Hot Springs. Swimsuits are required. The nearby Camas Bathhouse has been closed for many years.

Access: Any vehicle can make the trip.

Water temperature: 120 degrees F at the hot springs source; about 104 degrees F in the soaking pool.

Nearby attractions: Flathead Lake, National Bison Range, Lake Mary Ronan State Park.

Services: Gas, food, and lodging are all available in the town of Hot Springs. The nearby Symes Hotel and Mineral Baths is an excellent choice for overnight lodging (see “Symes Hot Springs Hotel and Mineral Baths” later in this chapter). Alameda’s Hot Springs Retreat, located 2 blocks from the old Camas Bathhouse, has rooms with claw-foot bathtubs or Jacuzzi tubs filled with 96-degree-F mineral water. Still Waters Mineral Springs also offers more upscale lodging.

Camping: An RV and tent camping area is available a few yards from the soaking pools at Big Medicine Hot Springs. RV camping is also available on the grounds of the Symes Hotel and Mineral Baths, about 6 blocks south of the springs. Still Waters Mineral Springs also offers RV and tent camping. Big Arm public campground is located just south of Elmo on Flathead Lake, and camping is also available at Lake Mary Ronan State Park north of Dayton near Flathead Lake.

Maps: Montana State Highways map; DeLorme Montana Atlas and Gazetteer, page 37, E1.

GPS coordinates: N47.6144’ /W114.6657’

Contact info: Big Medicine Hot Springs, Rose O’Bennick, c/o Camas Recreation and Healing Center, 240 Chisholm Trail, Hot Springs, MT 59845; (406) 741–5140.

Finding the springs: From Missoula, go north on I-90 to the US 93 exit. Take US 93 north for 27 miles to Ravalli, then turn onto MT 200 west for 20 miles to the junction with CR 382. Drive north on CR 382 for 16 miles to the junction with MT 28. Drive north on MT 28 for 4 miles to the turnoff to the town of Hot Springs. The town is about 1.5 miles west of MT 28. From Kalispell, head south on US 93 about 40 miles to Elmo on the west side of Flathead Lake. Head west from Elmo on MT 28 for about 20 miles to the town of Hot Springs. Camas/ Big Medicine Hot Springs is located on a hillside on the northern edge of town. Look for the abandoned Camas Resort building, and proceed east until you see the entrance and overnight cabins just before the soaking pools.





THE HOT SPRINGS

Big Medicine offers two soaking options—an 8-by-20-foot soaking pool and a 5-by-5-foot Jacuzzi (although the Jacuzzi isn’t always available). Both soaking options are kept near 104 degrees F. The Salish and Kootenai Indian tribes own the hot springs and bathhouse buildings. Local tribal member Rose O’Bennick leases the land from the tribes and maintains the soaking pools. There’s a small fee charged to use the pools— take some cash with you, and deposit the fee in the lockbox as you enter the springs.

The soaking pools at Big Medicine aren’t the only thermal soaks nearby. About 50 yards west of the Big Medicine parking lot is the Corn Hole, a soaking area famous for treating corns, bunions, and other foot and lower-extremity circulation problems. Wooden planks were once laid over a mud pool, and 2-by-2-foot squares were cut into the planks to allow patrons to dangle their feet into the hot, sulfurous mud that bubbled beneath them. Old-timers would sit for hours at the Corn Hole, playing checkers or chess with friends and new acquaintances as they soaked away their troubles. The remains of a small wooden bathhouse are located about 20 yards east of the old Corn Hole. The Corn Hole is currently fenced off, so it may not be accessible.


HISTORY
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The thermal waters and land around Camas Hot Springs were probably known to Native Americans for thousands of years. Early settlers in the area often observed them harvesting wild foods. A local newspaper in 1885 reported that Native Americans would visit the area to catch “wagonloads of fish in the Little Bitterroot River” and dig the sweet-tasting roots of camas plants that grew profusely on the rolling hills around the hot springs.

Everyone shared the hot springs. An 1896 article in the Plainsman from the nearby town of Plains described a visit to Camas, where “the Indians and others can bathe without heating rocks.” The reporter wrote, “I did not need a bath as I had one some six or seven months before, but in order to be in touch with the balance of the Indians I took one.”

Ed Lemoreux built the first bathing facility at Camas in the early 1900s. Lemoreux dug an 8-foot-square pool at one of the springs and constructed two mud baths, one enclosed in a log cabin and one in a frame building. A June 1911 article in the Sanders County Signal noted that “the accommodations for the winter were not the best, but in the summer it is the sick man’s paradise. He can pitch his tent, bathe when he wants to, and eat when he wants to, and rest with nothing to worry him.”

When the town of Hot Springs was incorporated in 1910, the popularity of Camas Hot Springs increased, and by the end of 1911, a new bathhouse had been built containing seven rooms and eight tubs. Baths were free to the public. In 1912 the Sanders County Signal reported that the water could be used to treat a condition it called the “grumps,” a disease that “makes one find fault with his surroundings.” Fortunately, a few sips of hot water and a long soak in one of the tubs “relieves the sufferer and he comes out all smiles.”
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Over the following three decades, several other bathhouses were built on the site by federal agencies overseeing the Indian reservation. In 1941 the Salish and Kootenai tribes assumed ownership of the springs. The tribes embarked on a major expansion of the bathing facilities and in 1949 opened the $400,000 Camas Bathhouse. Featuring stark, utilitarian postwar construction, the structure had one floor for women and one for men. Mud and mineral baths could be taken in the resort’s sky-blue bathtubs, and an outdoor swimming pool was in use during the summer months. Massage therapy and steam baths were also available. A three-week course of twenty-one baths was recommended for most ailments, and while bathing, guests were encouraged to drink glasses of mineral water.

Noting that its waters provided relief from arthritis, rheumatism, skin disease, ulcers, and high blood pressure, an advertising brochure for the Camas Bathhouse boasted that it was “One of America’s Finest Hot Springs and Mud Baths.” A postcard from the era pictured a frail, elderly man hobbling into the bathhouse but clicking his heels with joy after treatment. “Limp In and Leap Out” became the motto of the town.

Tourism in Hot Springs boomed in the 1940s and 1950s, and the town became one of Montana’s top vacation destinations. At its peak more than thirty motels and three hotels stayed busy, with tourists coming to “take the waters” at Camas and the other hot springs of the area. Cures of all sorts of ailments were ascribed to the hot springs. The July 1949 Camas Hot Springs Exchange reported that “a gentleman came here who had no hair on the top of his head. He daily bathed and massaged his scalp with the hot springs water and left here with a new growth covering the once sensitive spot. This is encouraging.”

But the boom in tourism didn’t last. When gasoline rationing ended at the conclusion of World War II, people began taking longer trips, often going out of state for vacations. In addition, some of the lumber mills in the vicinity of Hot Springs shut down, causing additional economic hardships for the town. Many of the hastily built motels closed, and their empty shells can still be seen. Camas Bathhouse itself closed in the late 1970s and now stands quietly decaying, surrounded by both rustic and well-developed soaking options.










2. ROSE’S PLUNGE


(See map on page 3.)

General description: A rectangular hot-water soaking pool overlooking the town of Hot Springs. Rose’s Plunge is perfect for combining a pleasant soak with yoga and other rejuvenating activities available in the recreation center located just steps away.
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