
		Burgdorf Hot Springs

		Idaho, United States

		My mother and father got married at a public garden on Warren Wagon Road in McCall, one of the last stops on the western edge of Payette Lake as you leave town toward Burgdorf Hot Springs. My mother wore a cotton summer dress and flowers in her short hair. The wedding was simple, just their closest friends; they’d both been married, then divorced, before finding each other. She was five months pregnant with me, their only child. When I was little, they’d tell me how happy they were that I got to be at the wedding.

		They spent their honeymoon at Burgdorf, staying in the littlest cabin, called Busby, at the end of the road. Thus, Burgdorf is the first hot spring I ever went to. We visited throughout my childhood, but only in the summers when the road was passable. Idaho summers are hot—these days, there may be nearly a month of temperatures above 100ºF—but the air is cooler at the higher altitudes, close to the mountains. Sometimes, we walked up through the grasses and peeked in through a window of the Busby cabin. Back then, my mother’s flower wedding tiara was still hanging in the rafters.

		When I think of Burgdorf then, it feels quieter and wilder. Logs used to float on the pool’s surface, slick and waterlogged. When someone felt rowdy or competitive, they’d attempt to balance on a log, letting it roll under their feet to test their balance and agility. The game had been passed down from loggers and foresters. Burgdorf has since had a bit of a cleanup and a revamp. But mostly it remains the same: the log-lined pool and its gravel bottom, the smaller pool so hot it’s like a test of strength. The main lodge is still there with its woodstove, as is the cluster of cabins at the edge of the forest and the meadow. Frayed AstroTurf still helps make the steps into the hot springs a little less slippery. And it still feels a bit like the Wild West; it’s held on to its history.
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		Fred Burgdorf, a German dairy farmer, followed trade winds around Cape Horn to the Pacific (becoming shipwrecked along the way) and found work in San Francisco and Portland hotels before making his way to Warren, Idaho, following the trail toward gold. Instead, he founded a cattle ranch and dairy, and heard of the hot springs from Chinese miners. In the late 1860s, Fred set up accommodations at the site of the springs, situated along a main thoroughfare for wagons, stagecoaches, and horse-drawn sleds. He built a hotel, cabins, and the pool from the forest’s logs. He met and married a touring entertainer, a woman named Jeanette. Together, they dressed fancily: she in bustles and he in a suit and white goatee. They were known for their hospitality, seeing to it that there was strong drink, fine food, music, and merriment. At the time, a reporter for a regional paper wrote about the hotel, “There is not a house on the coast that has a more deserving reputation for good living.” The article described bear steaks cooked over an open fire, salmon fresh from the nearby creeks, and confections that rivaled San Francisco’s. The reporter went on: “The curative properties of the springs…are of the sulfur variety and are remarkable for the almost miraculous cures of rheumatism, inflammatory and otherwise, that have been effected by a course of bathing.… Every miner and packer that travel this route can testify to the virtues of these springs.”
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		Over time, Fred’s eyesight began to fail and Jeanette passed away. James “Jim” Harris purchased the hot springs in 1923, and Fred could stay there as long as he liked. Today, the hot springs are still managed by the Harris family, surviving personal and historical changes like the end of local industries, the pressures of war, and economic struggle. At times, Burgdorf languished. And then there were times of revival.

		In 1967, Jim’s grandchildren Scott Harris and his sister took the helm of the management of the hot springs after they fell into disrepair. Scott, along with his wife, Connie, and his young son Nicholas, saw Burgdorf as a dream. They decided to open it up to friends who wanted to stay there in exchange for restoring the cabins. It became a hub for hippies, workers, and musicians. “We followed the golden rule, we offered swims by donation,” said Scott. It was a time of dreaming and idealism.

		Later, reality struck. The Harris family moved to nearby McCall to pursue careers and the business of raising children. Scott and Connie expanded their family to include Tyler, Andrew, and Lindsey. They worked to put the land in easement to conserve the meadow and forests, and they hired caretakers to manage the complicated day-to-day operations of the hot springs. Caretaking is no easy task, given the remoteness and the demands of guests and old buildings. There is little electricity or plumbing. The nearest store is hours away and for seven months each winter, deep snow makes the road impassable to cars, accessible only by ski or snowmobile. Three times in recent years, the springs were threatened by nearby forest fires, the blazes worsened by climate change.

		But for visitors, Burgdorf remains a place of respite, just like in the old times. The cabins are simple: you bring your own bedding and food, a headlamp for the nights. You get used to not using your cell phone and to building fires for warmth. You venture out on the rutted dirt roads or the snowbound path. In the summer, you can pick wild huckleberries, the way my parents did as honeymooners. In the winter, you can watch the frost and snow make sculptures, freezing wet hair in place. You can feel a little wild again.
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		The Highlands Geothermal Sites

		Iceland

		Pétur Blöndal Gíslason was cooking a lamb pie when he told me about picking wild thyme in the mountains and hunting for ptarmigan. He’s the manager of Hveravellir, an outpost in the Icelandic highlands, a little haven in one of the most desolate landscapes I’ve ever seen. “Yeah, it is wild here. It’s my love for the wilderness that brought me here,” he said while chopping vegetables. “This has been a place for travelers for a long time, because the road from the north to the south and back went through here, through the decades. The hot pool is the main reason people come.”

		He was cooking for the hungry hikers, bicyclists, and travelers who braved the legendary F-roads to make it here. Iceland’s inland road systems are unpaved gravel roads with entrances marked with bright warnings: you must have a car with high clearance, four-wheel drive, and a full gas tank. There are no filling stations or facilities, only hours of vigilant driving across desolate roads; you must watch for ruts, creeks, rocks, and boulders. You won’t miss your turn, though; you’ll see it across the flatness from miles away.

		In this area of the western highlands, there are only two signs of civilization: Pétur’s huts at Hveravellir and the base at Kerlingarfjöll, separated by an hour or so of moonscape. Set between glaciers, Kerlingarfjöll is a geothermal mountain range that seethes with steam. It was named for a female troll who was turned to stone.
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		Páll Gíslason, a guide and the now-retired manager of the tourism operation in Kerlingarfjöll, first came to the area as a university student wanting to ski. “Back then…we had no way of going abroad that wasn’t really expensive,” said Páll. “But in the late ’70s, early ’80s, people began to value vacations even here within Iceland.” In the early days at Kerlingarfjöll, there was only a simple hut for those who brought their own sleeping bags and wanted to stay the night. Over the years, the operation has expanded to include a little café in an A-frame hut, a hotel, a communal kitchen, and recently, a small hot spring along the river valley.

		Hveravellir is settled into a stretch of flatness, mountains rising in the distance. Beyond the main lodge’s parking area is the original hut, built in 1938. It still has cozy wooden bunk beds for weary outdoorsy folks and a little kitchen to cook provisions. From the main sleeping quarters, a window looks out on the soaking pool, just below the hut. People strip down, maneuver carefully across the slippery rocks, and settle into the water while their glasses steam up or swim trunks billow.
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		Up the hill is a colorful array of fumaroles and geysers, boiling and bursting on either side of a boardwalk. Pétur glides his hand through a vent of steam; he has a comfort with the heat that comes from his many years here, first as a traveler and later as a manager and owner. He tells me about NASA scientists who came to study the nearby landscape to learn about Mars. And then he tells me the story of the first people who came to Hveravellir, considered Iceland’s Bonnie and Clyde:

		The first settlers were Fjalla-Eyvindur (Eyvindur of the Mountains) and his wife, Halla, who came in the seventeen-somethings. They were outlaws, they lived off the land. They harvested the hot water and used the formation of the hot lava and small caves for shelter. They lived life on their own terms. He was a handyman with everything, he would create things with nothing. Here, there is so little of what you need for living.

		But he caught sheep and preserved their meat, he made baskets with just the materials in the landscape, and he made them waterproof. No one knows how he made them that way. Later, they were captured. Halla, Eyvindur’s wife, was being held prisoner and she was getting old. One morning she came out of the house and it was a beautiful day and she was scanning the area, and she said, “Today, it must be so beautiful in the mountains.” And they never saw her again. She is believed to have gone to the mountains one last time, to die.

		To love such a landscape requires an intimacy with discomfort; to remain acquainted with the elements, hunger, and fear. I saw bicyclists riding along the F-roads, spattered in mud. I met hikers taping their blisters before their first bite of lamb pie at Hveravellir. For them, like Halla, it was worth it to feel their bodies come alive on the uphills, to see the celestial drama of the northern lights, to feel the coolness of the wind off the ice and the warmth of the hot pool. Every day, it is beautiful in the mountains.
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		Potosí Region Hot Pools

		Bolivia

		I traveled to Bolivia with my friend Tess, a Californian who moved to Maine and who taught me to surf in the cold North Atlantic. We always said we’d go on a surf trip together, but instead we ended up in Bolivia, entirely landlocked, in search of hot springs. We visited the Potosí region in the southwestern part of the country, an area known for Salar de Uyuni, the world’s largest salt flat: a glittering four thousand square miles of blinding, crystallized white. It’s the mineral remnants of a prehistoric lake, visible from space; a favorite of tourists like us who hire guides to drive across the nothingness.

		Our guide instructed us on all the ways to pose for photos in a place with such strange perspectives, ways that made me seem huge and Tess tiny, and vice versa. He showed us the places where a few inches of water over the salt made the flats look like a mirror, and where it sparkled like a disco ball.

		Before venturing to the wild and remote hot baths of Eduardo Avaroa Andean Fauna National Reserve, we spent a day exploring the small, municipal hot springs in nearby communities around Uyuni. In the hillsides to the east of the salt flats, there are bathing places for community members to wash both their bodies and their laundry. At Aguas Termales Sayarani, a short walking distance from a rural neighborhood, there are two washtubs and some
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			Thank You
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			Thank you to my family, my partner, and my little dog. Thank you to my friends, especially those who joined me at the hot springs or edited these pages. Thank you to my editors and agent. Thank you to the local translators, drivers, and guides who showed me the way.

			Thank you to the people who let me photograph them in their swimsuits, or in nothing at all. Thank you to hot springs workers, cleaners, managers, and maintenance staff. Thank you to people who hold on to stories and share them with visitors like me. Thank you to those who tend to hot springs, and anyone who cares for a little patch of this planet.

		

	
		
			About the Author
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			Greta Rybus is a full-time freelance photojournalist. She specializes in stories about human connections to the natural world for magazines and newspapers.

			Born in Boise, Idaho, Greta studied photojournalism and cultural anthropology at the University of Montana. She is based in Maine, where she lives with her partner and their dog, Murray.
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