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NOTE TO THE READER

The author of this book is not a physician. The following material is presented in the spirit of historical, philosophical, and scientific inquiry and is not offered as medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment of any kind.

Although studies have attested to the safety of balneology and hydrotherapy, it should be remembered that hot springs bathing is not for everyone, including those who are pregnant, or who are suffering from serious cardiovascular disease, high blood pressure, or cancer. The author and publisher advise against self-treatment with hot springs bathing. Any medical treatment should be done under the supervision of a qualified health practitioner.
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INTRODUCTION

THE BEST-KEPT SECRET
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I first visited a hot spring in Bolivia during the spring of 1973. While traveling around South America, I spent several days visiting friends in Cochabamba, a city in an Andean valley renowned for its year-round spring weather and excellent archaeological museum. One Saturday morning, about five of us piled into a battered Jeep and headed into the mountains. After an hour of speeding along a paved highway toward Santa Cruz, our driver suddenly turned onto a narrow dirt road that obviously hadn’t been maintained in years. The next 30 minutes were a bone-crushing ordeal as we bounced around hairpin curves, forded rushing streams, and pounded over potholes that would have destroyed the suspension system of an ordinary car.

We reached the crest of a hill and suddenly came upon an old stone building with steam coming up from behind it. Battered and bruised, we piled out of the Jeep and were welcomed by the owner of the spa, a smiling man named Juan Antonio, who was busy chopping firewood. Putting down his hatchet, he showed us to a dressing room, where we changed into bathing suits and made our way to the hot spring itself, located behind the building.

The rustic pool was lined with cobblestones. A small waterfall fed the pool with steaming water, which smelled strongly of sulfur.* As I gingerly joined my friends, who were already lounging in the steaming water, I experienced a wonderful feeling of relaxation and warmth that was far more pleasant than any ordinary bath. All the muscle aches from the trip to the spring seemed to disappear as we swam, floated, and frolicked in the hot sulfur spring. I spent about 15 minutes swimming and soaking, and left the pool feeling pleasantly tired. After an hour’s nap and a light lunch of salad and soup with my friends, I felt both rejuvenated and relaxed. On that crisp April afternoon in the Andes, I became hooked on hot springs.

Since then I have visited thermal springs in many parts of the United States, Canada, Latin America, and Eastern and Western Europe as well as on the volcanic islands of Japan, New Zealand, Taiwan, Iceland, and the Azores. I’ve always been impressed at the amazing variety of springs, their often beautiful natural surroundings, and their ability to make both my body and soul feel rejuvenated and relaxed. After bathing in some springs, such as the mud-brown Terra Nostra thermal pool on São Miguel Island in the Azores, I noticed that some minor skin problems had completely disappeared, and I experienced almost instant relief from chronic muscle and joint pain. During a week as the only guest at the rustic Termas de Palguín in Chile, I took long walks on its mountain trails and grew to appreciate hot springs as “power spots” in nature that facilitate healing, increase our appreciation of the earth, and enable us to become more sensitive to our body and its natural rhythms.

People have used geothermal waters and mineral waters for bathing and improving their health for thousands of years. Balneology, the practice of using natural mineral spring water for the prevention and cure of disease, can be traced back about 5,000 years to the Bronze Age, although there is evidence that humans have been using hot springs for more than 600,000 years.

The healing value of spas has long been accepted by the medical community, especially in Europe and Japan, where they are used both for the prevention and the treatment of disease. The former Soviet Union has 3,500 spas, where “taking the waters” remains a normal part of Russian life. In the Czech Republic and Slovakia, there are 52 health spas and more than 1,900 mineral springs, including the famous triad of Bohemian spas at Karlovy Vary (Carlsbad), Mariánské Lázně (Marienbad), and Františkovy Lázně (Franzenbad). Every year, some 220,000 Czech and Slovak citizens are granted free spa treatment for 3 weeks, paid for by their countries’ respective national health insurance programs. Japan boasts over 12,300 volcanic hot springs (known as onsen), which attract more than 100 million visitors every year. The first medical study of hot springs in Japan was undertaken in 1709, and no fewer than six universities have established medical research institutes at hot springs to evaluate their therapeutic benefits on an ongoing basis.

There are over 200 commercial hot springs and mineral springs in the United States and Canada, along with thousands of smaller noncommercial springs, many accessible only on foot or by horseback. Many of these springs enjoyed their heyday in the latter part of the nineteenth century, when thousands of city dwellers boarded steam trains and converged on spa towns every summer for several weeks of vacation. Many of these hot springs resorts were modeled after the famous European spas, and they attracted their own variety of royalty, including presidents, writers, musicians, and artists.

During this time, it was popular for spa owners to claim that their waters would cure an impressive list of ailments, including heart disease, diabetes, and cancer. Government regulations later prohibited such health claims, and interest in “taking the waters” began to decline in America. As people began to favor urban entertainment and theme parks and glitzy seaside resorts toward the middle of this century, many hot springs resorts began to close.

However, today’s growing interest in natural lifestyles, physical fitness, and alternative healing has brought about a renewed interest in healing springs, both for bathing and for drinking. Spa towns that experienced a decline in popularity in the 1940s such as Calistoga in California, Hot Springs in Arkansas, and Saratoga Springs in New York are becoming popular tourist destinations once again. Government regulations concerning health claims have led people to appreciate hot springs primarily for their calming effects and recreational value, although many people feel that the hot mineralized water found in these spas has a marked therapeutic effect on the body. Few are aware that balneotherapy is an accepted form of mainstream medicine in Europe and Japan, where an abundance of medical evidence shows that in addition to relieving stress, certain mineral waters can help the body heal itself from heart, liver, and kidney problems; skin diseases; asthma; digestive disorders; arthritis; and a host of other health problems. Many of these findings are presented to the English-speaking public for the first time in this book.

In addition to the curative waters themselves, many of today’s hot springs resorts have licensed health professionals on staff and provide natural and complementary health treatments such as acupuncture, homeopathy, massage, mud baths, herbal wraps, fasting programs, relaxation classes, and fitness training. However, hot springs and mineral springs also appeal to those who seek sensual pleasure and relaxation through delicious cuisine, comfortable accommodations, beautiful gardens, and congenial people, as the popularity of thermal resorts such as Desert Hot Springs and Palm Springs in California, Hot Springs in Arkansas, Glenwood Springs in Colorado, and Banff in Alberta would suggest.

As testimony to the growing interest in healthy lifestyles, mineral waters such as Calistoga, Arrowhead Spring, Poland Spring, and Saratoga, along with European imports such as Evian, Perrier, Spa, San Pellegrino, and Volvic are among the most popular beverages on the market, with sales surpassing $5 billion a year.

The success of guidebooks such as Fodor’s Spa Guide, Hot Springs and Hot Pools, and Great Hot Springs of the West also attests to the renewed interest in spas and mineral springs to promote health and well-being in North America. Yet, despite the popularity of some of the springs mentioned above, most healing springs in the United States and Canada are woefully underutilized. Most Americans know little about the therapeutic value of hot springs and mineral springs and are unfamiliar with the abundance of scientific and medical literature from Europe and Japan that has documented the healing properties of mineral and thermal waters.

WHAT MAKES A HEALING SPRING A HEALING SPRING?

Healing waters vary tremendously. They may be enjoyed in an undeveloped natural pool in the countryside that can accommodate only one bather or in an Olympic-sized swimming pool at a luxury resort. They also can be piped into soaking pools, whirlpool baths, bathtubs, or drinking fountains. The water may be enjoyed naturally cold or hot, or may be artificially cooled or heated as necessary for swimming, showering, or bathing. In some spas described in this book, the water may be chemically treated to ensure purity, or it may flow through the pool at such a rate that it requires no additional treatment.

Generally speaking, a spring can be classified as “therapeutic” if it contains a minimum amount of one or more minerals per liter or kilogram of water: the type and amount of minerals is determined by individual government standards. In some countries, the water must flow from the earth at a minimum temperature as well. In Japan, for example, a spring is considered therapeutic if spring waters flow from the earth at a temperature of at least 25ºC (77ºF) and contain at least a minimum amount of one of the following components: total dissolved solids (1000 milligrams [mg]), free carbon dioxide (1000 mg), copper (1 mg), iron (20 mg), aluminum (100 mg), hydrogen (1 mg), arsenic (.7 mg), sulfur (2 mg), or radon (8.25 mache units). The Japanese also classify spring waters by temperature:

Cold: under 25ºC (77ºF)

Tepid: 25–34ºC (77–93ºF)

Warm: 34–42ºC (93–108ºF)

Hot: over 42ºC (108ºF)1

As we’ll see later on, in addition to temperature, the presence of specific minerals and gases in the water helps determine the medicinal qualities of a spring. In some springs, minerals such as sulfur, calcium, or magnesium may predominate. Other springs may have trace amounts of lithium, arsenic, or silica. Some springs may include a gas such as carbon dioxide, while others may contain trace amounts of radon. Each of these elements provides specific therapeutic benefits to bathers as we will see in part 2, “Just What’s in that Water?” While some springs may contain one primary element, such as sulfur, many healing springs contain a combination of up to several dozen different elements, often in unique proportions. For example, the unusual combination of free carbon dioxide with sodium chloride and bicarbonates of sodium, calcium, and magnesium helped make Saratoga Springs, New York, a popular center for treating heart disease, arthritis, and skin problems throughout much of the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth centuries.

The book you are holding in your hands presents bathing in mineral springs and drinking their waters as part of a holistic approach to health and well-being, and it includes a review of the healing modalities that best complement both bathing in and drinking medicinal waters. Each discussion of a disease or disorder in part 3 is followed by a brief list of springs around the world where that disorder is treated. In addition, part 4 contains a directory of several hundred hot springs in the world, ranging from the best-known to the more obscure. This directory briefly describes each spring, the type of water(s) it contains, and what health conditions are best treated there. It also includes the names and addresses of government tourist bureaus to contact for more detailed information about healing springs and related accommodations. No matter where in the world you visit, the chances are good that you can find one or more thermal or mineral springs to enjoy.

ARE THE WATERS SAFE?

Many hot springs and mineral springs around the world were first discovered thousands of years ago and were often considered sacred healing sites. Over the centuries, these medicinal springs have “stood the test of time” not only for safety, but for their ability to help treat a wide variety of human ailments, including arthritis, skin problems, circulatory disorders, wound healing, and digestive complaints. Concurrent with the evolution of modern science, many springs around the world were analyzed for their chemical and medicinal properties, and physicians often made evaluations on why certain types of springs helped heal specific health problems. Springs that were determined by scientists and physicians to be unsafe (whether due to their chemical content or pollution) were often closed for bathing and drinking.

In the United States, Canada, and most other countries today, commercial hot springs operate under the jurisdiction of government health departments, which set standards for water clarity and purity, minimizing the risk of skin infections and other waterborne diseases. In California, for example, the cleanliness of all public pools and hot tubs are under the jurisdiction of the State Department of Health Services and are subject to regular inspection. In addition, many spas are required to meet county and municipal regulations and inspection standards as well.

Owners of hot springs are acutely aware of the importance of high sanitation standards and go to great lengths to maintain a high level of water purity and overall cleanliness of bathing and changing areas. In both the United States and abroad, most public pools are treated with chlorine, ozone, or other disinfectants. Other springs are able to meet government sanitation standards by operating their pools on a flow-through basis, water entering and draining from the pool continuously, or by emptying and cleaning individual soaking tubs after each use. Bathing in mineral springs—such as those containing sulfur and sulfates—have been found to strengthen the immune system and to kill bacteria and fungi, making them important centers for healing skin conditions and even venereal diseases,2, 3 without the risk of transmitting those conditions. Therapeutic spas in Europe and Japan are required to maintain the same levels of water purity and general sanitation as one would find in a hospital.

Unless they are providing actual balneotherapy for serious skin conditions (such as the medical spas of Europe and the hydrotherapy clinics in Japan), commercial hot springs will not allow persons suffering from poor health or skin conditions (including infections, boils, or pustules) from bathing with others.

Having said this, there is a small degree of risk from sharing a bath with strangers. However, these risks need to be viewed in context: your chances of getting infected from bathing in a hot spring (or any public pool) are far less than catching an airborne infection by commuting to work on the subway, taking a trip on a commercial airplane, working in an office building, or going to the hospital (whether as a patient or visitor), where staphylococcus, streptococcus, and other bacterial infections are common. Although some are afraid of contracting AIDS in a hot spring, several comprehensive studies have demonstrated that HIV cannot be transmitted through bathing with infected individuals.4, 5, 6

If you have concerns about the sanitary conditions of a hot spring or spa, call the establishment before you go, and address your questions to the manager. If you are uncomfortable about bathing with others, many hot spring establishments offer private pools for individuals that are emptied and cleaned after each use.

WHAT ABOUT PRICES?

The cost of hot springs therapy varies widely according to the facilities, services, and accommodations. A luxury spa in the United States such as the Homestead in Virginia or the Greenbrier in West Virginia, which offer their facilities primarily to overnight guests, normally costs up to $200 a day or more for accommodation and spa services, although package rates are often less. A 21-day stay at a luxury spa in Bad Gastein in Austria (with room, half board, nine balneological treatments, nine full body massages, and medical consultations) can cost 25,450 schillings, or roughly $2,000 (less than $100 a day). In Germany, a 7-night stay at a hotel in Bad Greisbach, including half-board and treatments, costs between 421 and 456 Euros, approximately $440–$480 (less than $70 a day). A 7-night stay at a three-star spa hotel at Montegrotto Terme in Italy, including full board and six treatments, costs just under 1.2 million lira, or approximately $635 (again, less than $100 a day). For many Europeans, a portion of the expenses is usually paid by social security or private health insurance if the person is being treated for a specific medical problem. At the time of this writing, spa stays in Eastern Europe are a bargain: a typical spa in the Czech Republic, Hungary, or Poland would charge the equivalent of only $30 to $50 a day for accommodation in a three-star hotel, including full board, medical examinations, daily use of the thermal pools, and a prescribed amount of treatments.

Day visits to hot springs are often reasonably priced. They can cost between $5 and $20 a day in the United States or Canada, depending on the resort. Taking the waters at one of the famous hot springs in Budapest costs between $2 and $4, and the use of the thermal indoor-outdoor swimming pool at Mondorf-les-Bains in Luxembourg is less than $10. A private bath at the famous spa of Baden-Baden in Germany costs DM 36 (approximately $19) and a bath followed by a massage is priced at a reasonable DM 48 (approximately $36). A private bath at Montegrotto Terme in Italy will set you back about $11, and an inhalation session with concentrated thermal water will cost approximately $7. Bathing in the hot springs in Japan can cost the equivalent of under $1 to $10 or more, depending on the level of luxury at the hotel or bathhouse, while a day visit to a kuahausu can run approximately $22 to $25. In some places such as Kusatsu Onsen, a beautiful spa town and ski resort about three hours from Tokyo, hot springs bathing in public bathhouses is available to the public free of charge.


WHAT THE SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH HAS TO SAY

One of my primary goals in this book is to present the evidence on the medical value of hot springs and mineral springs. Scientific research into the value of balneotherapy has taken various forms: the gathering and reporting of preliminary data and experiential data and, in a few cases, full-fledged research studies. But such research has often run up against several issues: financial obstacles, the integration of balneotherapy with other forms of treatment, and the requirements of double-blind studies.

Funding for medical research usually comes from governments and pharmaceutical companies. But these sources often do not grant financial support to studies in balneotherapy, except in countries such as Russia, Japan, and Hungary, where medical balneology has long been part of the medical mainstream.

In addition, it is often difficult to evaluate the effectiveness of bathing in and drinking mineral water because these waters are often used as part of a holistic approach. If you were being treated at a spa in Mariánské Lázně , for example, your therapy program would be very comprehensive. Besides soaking in a hot pool or drinking mineral water according to your physician’s prescription, you would likely stay in a newly renovated century-old hotel, where you would enjoy a custom-designed spa diet and a special exercise regimen. To further enhance your treatment, you would be enjoying the town’s beautiful surroundings, which provide a complete escape from the stresses of life at home or at work. Your days would be spent taking leisurely walks on forest trails, reading a book in one of the parks, listening to concerts, visiting art galleries, enjoying cappucino with friends at a sidewalk café, or admiring the many art nouveau buildings that make up most of the city. Although balneotherapy itself is the major component of healing at places such as Mariánské Lázně, it is certainly not the only one. Yet, most medical research these days bases its findings on objective criteria rather than on one’s psychological and physical responses to nature, music, beauty, peace and quiet, or the company of friends. A scientific research study would isolate only one of these components—such as water—to measure its effect, and that is usually not practical.

Furthermore, the double-blind studies that have become the “gold standard” of scientific research, especially in the United States, are difficult to apply to the unique features of water-based treatments. In a double-blind study, neither the patient nor the investigator knows whether the patient is receiving the actual treatment or a placebo. The main advantage of this type of research is that complete objectivity is achieved, and measurable results can be obtained and evaluated. It also prevents the physician from giving preferential treatment to the patient. That, of course, is the primary drawback, because people in need of a valuable treatment may not be the ones to receive it.

In Europe, many physicians who have done research with medical balneology believe that double-blind studies are immoral. They maintain that water is not an experimental drug: bathing in hot springs and mineral springs has been used medically for hundreds of years. When used properly, water-related therapies have been shown to be safe and effective for millions of people. These European physicians believe that to deny a sick patient a treatment that is likely to relieve suffering or save life is a violation of the Hippocratic oath and an affront to the people who go to them for care.

Here in the United States the research director at the Saratoga Spa in New York, Oskar Baudisch, Ph.D., wrote about the significance of mineral water some 60 years ago.

America possesses a rich treasure in its mineral springs, and it is possible to put this wealth to use. . . . Spas and watering places are important for the health and well-being of mankind. Mineral springs are a national asset, and any nation which fails to make wise use of these gifts of nature causes loss and damage to the economic strength of its people.7

Throughout this book you will find summaries of research into the medical benefits of balneology. References for all these studies and reports are given in the notes at the back. Having seen the evidence, readers may form their own conclusions, do additional research on their own, or study the findings in more detail.

Although Americans enjoy the most advanced medical care in the world, with the finest doctors, the most sophisticated diagnostic equipment, and the largest and most modern hospitals on Earth, our overall level of health is declining. Degenerative diseases such as cancer, diabetes, heart disease, and obesity continue to affect a large portion of the population. The use of prescription and over-the-counter medications increases each year, along with many of the adverse side effects these drugs can produce. Many billions of dollars are lost annually because of absenteeism from lower back pain, arthritis, and muscle aches alone.

As a result of their dissatisfaction with mainstream medicine, Americans are spending an estimated $12 billion a year on so-called alternative therapies such as chiropractic, acupuncture, herbal medicine, and homeopathy, which are often not covered by medical insurance. People are looking for safe, effective, inexpensive, and natural methods that enhance the body’s innate healing processes for both the prevention and cure of disease.

As much of the material presented later in this book will show, using medicinal springs for wellness is a natural, effective, and enjoyable way to promote health and healing. Healing springs are a unique natural resource—a precious gift from the Earth Mother—that is unrecognized and unappreciated in this country. It is hoped that by understanding the medicinal value of healing springs, we will learn to appreciate their magical powers and strive to use them wisely for pleasure, personal reflection, and healing.

*Editor’s note: Throughout this book, we use the American spelling, sulfur, except when direct quotations or place-names use the alternative spelling, sulphur.




PART I

STEP INTO
THE WATER
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Over the past few years, bathing in healing springs has experienced a renaissance, especially in North America. Many hot springs resorts that were languishing as recently as twenty years ago are thriving as holistic health retreats and upscale spas, offering a wide variety of therapeutic and recreational services. Once the exclusive domain of Native Americans, hidden springs accessible only on foot or with an all-wheel-drive vehicle are becoming popular destinations for visitors throughout the American West. At the same time, the democratization of international travel has brought even the most exclusive European and Japanese spas within the reach of budget-minded tourists seeking healthy escapes in some of the world’s most exotic—and often stunningly beautiful—locales.

Yet, many Americans are unfamiliar with the elements of bathing in hot springs. We know very little about what makes a healing spring a healing spring, and how therapeutic bathing can be one of the safest and most enjoyable ways to both prevent and heal a wide variety of common health problems.

This first section provides a grounding in the little-known science of therapeutic bathing, known scientifically as balneology. It shows how hot springs are formed and where they are found, as well as explaining what a typical spa treatment consists of, including examination, evaluation, and bathing protocols. In addition, we explore some of the natural therapies that are used to complement “taking the waters,” such as mud therapy, massage, exercise, diet, and herbal wraps. We also compare bathing in, as opposed to drinking, therapeutic waters, including a comparison between the therapeutic action of water consumed at the source and that of commercial bottled mineral waters consumed weeks or months after their removal from the spring. And while healing springs are good for the vast majority of individuals, they are not for everyone. In addition to simple cautions concerning the risks of overheating and dehydration, we address the possible dangers of hot springs for individuals with cancer, immune system disorders, and advanced heart disease.

Many hot springs have fascinating histories, and a book about healing waters wouldn’t be complete without a historical perspective of bathing in hot springs. Originally considered to be the abodes of gods and goddesses, their earthly pleasures attracted the likes of Japanese emperors, Roman legionnaires, and the cream of European royalty. Here in the United States, Presidents George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and Franklin Roosevelt were frequent visitors to hot springs, along with a galaxy of famous writers, artists, military heroes, actors, and industrialists who spent their summers at American spas “taking the waters” and enjoying the wide range of recreational and social activities to be found there. Many of these historic springs remain popular tourist destinations today, to be enjoyed by a new generation of visitors seeking health, fun, and relaxation.



1

THE WATERS OF LIFE
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Human beings have a natural affinity for water. In the beginning, life was created in a vast primal sea. Like the oceans of today, this vast sea was slightly saline, containing approximately 3 percent salt. While we develop in our mother’s womb we live in a near-total aquatic environment (containing nearly 95 percent slightly saline water), protected from extreme heat, cold, noise, and injury. For many of us, relaxing in a warm bath—whether in a tub or a mineral spring—leads us to recall the primal feelings of security, comfort, and protection we first experienced in the womb.

Even though humans live and thrive on dry land, water is vital to our health and well-being. Our bodies are made up of more than 60 percent water by weight, thus making our bodies essentially an aquatic environment. Every single body cell is made up of water-rich intracellular fluid and is surrounded by a protective layer of extracellular fluid, also made primarily of water. Every one of our body’s cells, tissues, and organs—as well as every one of the body’s life-sustaining processes, such as thinking, nerve function, circulation, digestion, locomotion, and elimination—requires water in order to function properly.1

Though relatively stable, the water content in our body is constantly changing. Waste products are eliminated from the body in water by perspiration, breathing, urination, and bowel movements, with thirst being the body’s way to tell us that we need to replace these lost fluids throughout the day. We normally consume approximately 2.5 liters of fluids daily in the form of pure water and fluids containing water, such as soup, juice, milk, beer, coffee and tea, although some physicians recommend that we consume at least eight to twelve 8-ounce glasses of water a day. We also consume water as food, primarily in the form of water-rich fruits and vegetables. Finally, we can absorb small amounts of water by soaking in a warm bathtub or in a natural source such as a lake, river, or spring.

Throughout human history, water has been considered essential for physical health and spiritual well-being, and it has long been part of ceremonial practices in many of the world’s religions. The early Egyptians worshiped the Nile, and priests were required to bathe in the river twice daily before entering the sacred temples. In India, bathing in the Ganges has always been an important part of ritual purification. Hindus believe that the goddess Ganga transformed herself into the Ganges River, which flows from the big toe of the god Vishnu, “the preserver” in Hindu mythology. Among the Jews, the Talmud taught the importance of water in personal cleanliness, and Jewish women have long used the mikvah, a ritual cleansing bath, after menstruation. The first Christian baptisms took place in the sacred waters of the Jordan River, and Christians continue to be immersed in water during baptismal rites today. In many Christian religious services, water is combined with wine to represent the blood that flowed from Jesus’ body when the soldier pierced him, and holy water is an essential aspect of ritual purification both in church and in the home. Muslims are required to wash the face, hands, and neck in a ritual manner five times a day before each of their daily prayers.2

WHAT ARE HEALING SPRINGS?

Healing springs are usually defined as springs of varying temperature containing minerals, gases, and vapors that are likely to bring about specific therapeutic effects on the human body, such as changes in body temperature and in the functioning of the glands, the heart, the circulatory system, the immune system, the muscles, and the skin.

The classification of mineral springs varies according to country. For example, French mineral springs may be classified as cold (under 20ºC or 68ºF), warm (20–35ºC or 68–95ºF), hot (35–50ºC or 95–122ºF) or very hot (over 50ºC or 122ºF).3 In Japan, a hot spring is legally defined as “hot water, mineral water, water vapor, or other gases (except natural gas containing hydrocarbons at the main element) that issue from the ground with a temperature in excess of 25ºC (77ºF) or that contain more than a prescribed amount of designated substances” such as carbon dioxide, magnesium, fluoride, sulfur, or sodium bicarbonate.4

Springs are often classified as alkaline, neutral, or acidic, as expressed by the symbol pH (potential of hydrogen). A water that is neither acid nor alkaline is expressed as pH 7, an alkaline spring has a pH of over 8.5, and an acid spring has a pH value of less than 3. The pH value is determined primarily by the amount of calcium and magnesium salts the water contains: the greater the amount, the lower the pH. The pH of water has therapeutic significance. For instance, low-pH waters can be drunk therapeutically to improve digestion among those with low stomach acid, while drinking the high pH waters of Montecatini and other spas can help reduce stomach acid. Low-pH waters such as those found at Kusatsu in Japan are especially indicated for treating skin conditions such as dermatitis. Springs are also classified according to the predominant minerals they contain, such as sulfur, fluorides, calcium, magnesium, bicarbonate, sodium, and potassium.

WHAT IS A SPA?

The word spa traces its origin to a mountain town of that name near Liège in southeastern Belgium. Here, an iron-rich spring was used by an ironmaster in the fourteenth century to cure his rheumatism. He founded a health resort at the spring called Espa (meaning “fountain” in the Walloon language). Espa became so popular that the word known in English as spa became the common designation for health resorts around the world. Spa remains one of Europe’s leading centers for “taking the waters” to this day.

In Europe, one would ordinarily take a vacation from daily life and travel to a spa for a prolonged time, usually 14 to 21 days. In countries such as France, Italy, Spain, Germany, Hungary, Poland, Russia, or the Czech Republic, a 2- or 3-week course of spa therapy is prescribed by a physician and is paid for by social security. But for most Americans, a spa vacation costing several thousand dollars is beyond their budget, let alone taking 2 or 3 weeks off from work. Because of budgetary constraints and the fast pace of modern life, many people visit hot springs for much shorter periods of time, with stays of several hours to 2 or 3 days the norm.

[image: The baths in Spa during the 1950s]
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Palais Thermal, Bad Wildbad, Germany
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Winter bathing at Kaikake Onsen, Japan
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Mud bath at Calistoga Spa, California
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Rác Medicinal Baths, Budapest
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The Hot Pool at Harbin Hot Springs, California
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Playing chess at the Lido Pool of Széchenyi Medicinal Baths, Budapest, Hungary
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Caracalla Terme, Baden-Baden, Germany

Many have an image that a spa is mainly for older wealthy people who spend much of their time resting in bed or being given mud packs for their arthritis. While “taking the waters” is very popular with older people, especially in Japan and Europe, today’s hot springs and mineral springs attract a diverse clientele of all ages. An elder is just as likely to take a 3-hour hike before enjoying a whirlpool bath as she would be to receive physical therapy for her arthritis. And it would be just as normal to see a teenager rush headfirst down a water slide in a thermal swimming pool as it would be to find his grandfather participating in a remedial exercise class. During a visit to the thermal spa at Bad Wildbad in the heart of the Black Forest in Germany, I was gratified (and, I must admit, somewhat surprised) to see three generations of family members enjoying the warm pools together, adhering to the “bathing suits optional” policy of the spa.

To attract short-term visitors, numerous spas have developed short 2- to 3-day programs to facilitate weight loss, reduce stress, and promote beauty enhancement. The vast majority of the world’s mineral springs also offer innovative and healthy “spa cuisine,” along with specialized exercise and recreation programs for all age groups. Many spas are located in beautiful natural environments and are surrounded by gardens, forests, lakes, and hiking trails. Some of the larger spa resorts in Europe and the United States offer a diverse range of recreational and cultural activities, such as water sports, cycling, boating, horseback riding, casino gambling, skiing, film screenings, concerts, and theater.

In Japan, some traditional hot springs are being developed into day spas known as kuahausu (derived from the old German term kurhaus). In addition to providing separate bathing areas for men and women containing a variety of mineral pools at different temperatures, a modern Japanese kuahausu might contain an enormous cold pool area (complete with fountains and water slides) for family swimming, a bowling alley, a well-equipped gym, spacious sauna and steam rooms, therapeutic massage services, relaxation rooms, a music room, several restaurants and bars, and a room filled with the latest video games for children and teens.


BALNEOTHERAPY: HEALING WITH WATER

One of the most improtant activities that takes place at a traditional spa is balneotherapy, a natural approach to health and healing that uses hot spring water, gases, mud, and climatic factors (such as heat) as therapeutic elements. In addition to bathing, modalities such as hydrotherapy, mud therapy, physical therapy, massage, steam baths, physical exercises, inhalation of water vapor, and drinking mineral water are often used as part of a complex therapy for both health preservation and treating disease.

Over the past four centuries, the science of balneology has evolved into a medical specialty in Europe and Japan, where special courses in balneotherapy are offered to both physicians and nurses by major medical schools. Doctors believe that thermal springs facilitate healing in a number of important ways:


	Bathing in hot springs gradually increases the temperature of the body, thus killing harmful germs and viruses.

	Thermal bathing increases hydrostatic pressure on the body, thus increasing blood circulation and cell oxygenation. The increase in blood flow also helps dissolve and eliminate toxins from the body.

	Hot springs bathing increases the flow of oxygen-rich blood throughout the body, bringing improved nourishment to vital organs and tissues.

	Bathing in thermal water increases body metabolism, including stimulating the secretions of the intestinal tract and the liver, aiding digestion.

	Repeated hot springs bathing (especially over a 3- or 4-week period) can help normalize the functions of the endocrine glands as well as the functioning of the body’s autonomic nervous system.

	Trace amounts of minerals such as carbon dioxide, sulfur, calcium, magnesium, and lithium are absorbed by the body and provide healing effects to various body organs and systems. These healing effects can include stimulation of the immune system, leading to enhanced immunity; physical and mental relaxation; the production of endorphins; and normalized gland function.

	Mineral springs contain high amounts of negative ions, which can help promote feelings of physical and psychological well-being.

	The direct application of mineralized thermal waters (especially those containing sulfur) can have a therapeutic effect on diseases of the skin, including psoriasis, dermatitis, and fungal infections. Some mineral waters are also used to help the healing of wounds and other skin injuries.5–9





Indications for Balneotherapy

Over the several hundred years during which the science of medical balneology has developed, physicians have been able to identify the health conditions that can best be treated by healing springs. At the same time, they have developed specific protocols for safe and effective treatment. The following list of indications for balneotherapy is based on the research of Yuko Agishi, M.D., Professor Emeritus at the Hokkaido University School of Medicine and Director of the Arima Onsen Hospital near Kobe, Japan.

Chronic diseases

Chronic rheumatic diseases

Functional recovery of central and peripheral neuroparalysis

Metabolic diseases, especially diabetes, obesity, and gout

Chronic gastrointestinal diseases

Chronic mild respiratory diseases

Circulatory diseases, especially moderate or mild hypertension

Peripheral circulatory diseases (affecting the hands and feet)

Chronic skin diseases

Psychosomatic and stress-related diseases

Autonomic nervous system dysfunction

Vibration disorder (a middle ear disorder affecting balance)

Sequelae of (conditions resulting from) trauma

Chronic gynecological diseases

Rehabilitation

Sequelae of cerebrovascular disorders

Chronic rheumatic diseases

Sequelae of traffic accidents and sports-related injuries

Spinal paralysis

Treatment paralysis

Treatment after cerebral surgery or orthopedic surgery

Before and after surgical procedures

Hip replacements

Knee surgery

Preventive medicine

Prevention of adult diseases

Prevention of occupational diseases

Building up physical strength and general immunity10


Contraindications

Although bathing in thermal and mineral springs is both healthful and relaxing for the vast majority of individuals, Dr. Agishi and other medical balneologists point out it is not for everyone. People who have the following conditions should avoid bathing in hot springs unless they are under the direct supervision of a physician who is well versed in medical balneology:

 

Any disease involving high fever with progressing or exacerbating symptoms

Severe hypertension, uncompensated congestive heart failure

Malignant tumor (and cancer in general)

Serious liver, kidney, or circulatory disease

Serious heart arrhythmia (irregular heartbeat)

Recent heart attack or stroke

Any disease involving hemorrhage and severe anemia

Early and late stages of pregnancy

Severe mental illness11

In addition to the possible contraindications, several other words of caution are needed:

 

Avoid soaking in a hot spring alone.

If you are with children or elderly adults, be especially mindful of possible exhaustion or overheating.

If you are pregnant, avoid prolonged hot spring bathing; consult with a qualified health practitioner for guidance.

Do not enter a hot pool if you are under the influence of alcohol or drugs, especially heart medications.

Many people wrongly believe that if spending 10 minutes in a hot spring is good, 30 minutes is better. Avoid overheating, and do not remain in the water if you feel tired or uncomfortable. If you feel faint or dizzy, leave the pool immediately.

Drink plenty of cool water (not from the hot spring itself) to avoid dehydration.

Use private pools if you have a skin disease.

Certain types of infectious bacteria often thrive in hot springs. Commercial springs are carefully monitored for such bacteria, and are often filtered and treated with chemicals to maintain purity. If you decide to enjoy a noncommercial hot spring, keep your head above the water level because these bacteria can enter your body through the nose.

Finally, some springs contain heavy metals and other elements that may be good for your skin and sore muscles, but harmful if taken internally. For this reason, do not drink water from a medicinal spring unless you know that it is safe.12

THE HEALING TRIAD

Mineral springs can be used for health in three major ways.

Bathing

Immersing oneself in mineral water is the most popular form of balneotherapy. Therapeutic bathing may involve immersion into water at neck level, as we would do in an ordinary swimming pool, for approximately 15 to 20 minutes two or three times a day.

The time one can safely remain in a thermal pool varies according to both the temperature of the water and our own physical condition. For example, bathers can enjoy lounging in the outdoor pool at Harbin Hot Springs in California, which is slightly warmer than normal body temperature, for an hour or more at a time. However, few people can endure a 3-minute “time bath” at the famous Kusatsu hot spring in Japan, whose temperature remains a near-constant 52ºC (125ºF). Here, the bath master (known as a yucho) interviews each bather and determines if his or her condition merits taking the bath. The yucho also counts the minutes while the bather endures the scalding acidic waters. In a country known for its politeness and decorum, Kusatsu is probably the only place in Japan where yelling and swearing in public are acceptable.

In some cases, bathing in water at waist level or midchest level is recommended to relieve pressure on the body and avoid overheating during a bath in warm water. In addition to actual bathing, adjuncts such as physical therapy, aerobic exercise, stretching, and swimming are often recommended to help the bather achieve maximum benefit from the therapeutic waters. Some spas offer the unique Watsu massage method (derived from the words water and shiatsu), which was originally developed at Harbin Hot Springs. Watsu involves a specialized technique of massage and guided movement while the bather is in a mineralized thermal pool.

Mineral water is also applied as a shower, as a concentrated jet, as a douche, or in the form of hot or cold applications to the skin as water packs. In some European spas, a needle shower saturates the body with highly concentrated jets of water that stimulate the skin and massage the muscles and joints.

[image: Mineral water applied as a concentrated jet. Photo courtesy of Thermes de La Roche-Posay]

Mineral water applied as a concentrated jet. Photo courtesy of Thermes de La Roche-Posay.

Drinking

The drinking cure is especially popular in Europe, where many types of mineral water are bottled for commercial use. After an examination by a spa physician, the patient goes to the source of the spring (often a beautiful pavilion), and drinks a prescribed amount of mineral water several times a day.

Minerals from spring water are absorbed into the bloodstream through the mucosa of the digestive tract. Not only do they affect the gastrointestinal, kidney, and other body functions (for example, drinking water rich in bicarbonates and sulfates before meals has been found to increase blood insulin levels), but also they provide vital nutrients such as calcium, magnesium, and iron. As we shall see later, there are many kinds of mineral waters with very different tastes as well as differing nutritional and medicinal properties. Some waters have been found, for example, to be very effective for treating liver problems; others are used to relieve urinary tract infections or intestinal complaints.

According to Dr. V. Digiesi of the Institute of Internal Medicine and Immunoallergiology at the University of Florence Medical School in Italy, drinking mineral water has several important nutritional benefits, especially when it is done under the guidance of a qualified nutritionist or health care professional:
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