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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date

Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.

We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we'll take them to heart and we'll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:

Globe Pequot Press

Reader Response/Editorial Department

246 Goose Lane, Suite 200

Guilford, CT 06437

Or you may e-mail us at:

editorial@falcon.com

Thanks for your input, and happy travels!
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It would not be transcending the truth to state that all diseases are cured or largely benefited by the wonderful energy of these waters…health waits for those who may come and partake of this—life's elixir.

—Michael Earles, Sol Duc Hot Springs Resort, 1912
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The author's parents and their grandson enjoy a rainy-day soak at Sol Duc Hot Springs on the Olympic Peninsula.


INTRODUCTION

Ask a dozen people on the streets of Portland or Seattle if they've ever been to one of Washington or Oregon's hot springs, and you'll be lucky if you find a single person who can even name one of the region's thermal wonders, let alone one who has soaked there. Most residents of the Pacific Northwest know of the volcanoes that form the Cascade Range—Mount Rainier, Mount Baker, Mount Hood, Mount St. Helens, and several others. Few realize, however, that the geologic forces that created the region's volcanoes also left behind dozens of actively bubbling reminders of the tremendous thermal energy that underlies the two states.

The hot springs of Washington and Oregon are as varied as the region's topography. Although many hot springs are sprinkled throughout the Cascade Range, quite a few thermal soaks are also found in the rolling Blue Mountains of Northeast Oregon, the dry southeastern Oregon deserts near the Nevada border, and the rain-drenched valleys of Washington's Olympic Peninsula.

Native American tribes in Washington and Oregon share legends of visiting the hot springs for curing their ills, and most hot springs were viewed as neutral territories where warring tribes could meet in peace to share the hot waters. Early pioneers reported seeing Native Americans building sauna huts on the shores of Soap Lake in central Washington and pouring mineral water from the lake onto heated rocks to create steam in the huts. Native Americans living on what is now the Warm Springs Reservation in north-central Oregon have bathed in local thermal waters for generations.

The first Europeans to see hot springs in Oregon and Washington were probably members of the Astor Expedition, who passed by the bubbling springs at Hot Lake in northeastern Oregon in 1812. Writer Washington Irving later retold these explorers’ discovery of the region's first hot springs:

Emerging from the chain of Blue Mountains, they descended upon a vast plain, almost a dead level, sixty miles in circumference, of excellent soil, with fine streams meandering through it in every direction, their courses marked out in the wide landscape by serpentine lines of cotton-wood trees, and willows, which fringed their banks, and afforded sustenance to great numbers of beavers and otters.

In traversing this plain, they passed, close to the skirts of the hills, a great pool of water, three hundred yards in circumference, fed by a sulphur spring, about ten feet in diameter, boiling up in one corner. The vapor from this pool was extremely noisome, and tainted the air for a considerable distance. The place was much frequented by elk, which were found in considerable numbers in the adjacent mountains, and their horns, shed in the spring-time, were strewed in every direction around the pond.

By the 1840s thousands of settlers traveling west on the Oregon Trail had stopped at Hot Lake to rest and refresh themselves in the thermal water.

Most of the hot springs in Oregon and Washington had been discovered by the 1880s, and rustic bathhouses had been constructed at several. The peak of the region's hot springs popularity occurred during the first three decades of the twentieth century, when sumptuous resorts and sanitariums were constructed at hot springs throughout the region. Destination resorts built during this period included majestic Sol Duc Hot Springs Hotel on the Olympic Peninsula, the McCredie Springs Hotel in Oregon's Cascade Range, several hot springs resorts near Ashland in southwestern Oregon, and the resort hotels on the shores of central Washington's Soap Lake.

The austerity imposed by World War II, the trend toward modern medical treatments, and several devastating fires led to the decline of Oregon and Washington's most famous resorts. Several of the elegant resort hotels had disappeared by the 1950s, with some, such as McCredie and Olympic Hot Springs, reverting to natural hot springs pools with no visible signs of their glorious resort past. A few of the original resorts from the early 1900s are still in operation, including the Ritter Springs Hotel, near the John Day River in northeastern Oregon, and the corrugated-steel bathhouse at Summer Lake Hot Springs, north of Lakeview, Oregon.

Since the mid-1980s there has been a resurgence of interest in the hot springs of Washington and Oregon, as city dwellers have increasingly sought escape from the pressures of urban life. New and revived resorts include two resorts in the Columbia River Gorge: Bonneville Hot Springs Resort & Spa and Carson Hot Springs Golf & Spa Resort. The hotel at Hot Lake Springs near La Grande, Oregon, once abandoned and vandalized, has also been restored to its former elegance.

Oregon and Washington hot springs offer a variety of options for a quick getaway, including isolated soaking pools miles from civilization, family resorts crowded with weekend visitors from Seattle and Portland, holistic health centers deep in old-growth forests, and romantic inns with natural mineral-water hot tubs in cozy private rooms.


HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

Book Organization

Washington and Oregon offer an amazing variety of hot springs, as well as a number of ways to appreciate these thermal wonders. This book was written as a touring guide, focusing on both commercially developed and natural undeveloped hot springs in Oregon and Washington that are easily accessible and usually require no more than a short walk from your car to reach. Fortunately this requirement excludes only a handful of remote wilderness hot springs that entail more intensive hikes or raft trips to access.

A few of the hot springs described in this book are to be visited simply to savor their historical past, as they are currently closed and off-limits for soaking. Others are quiet, primitive pools, where you can soak in solitude in a forested mountain valley or on an endless sagebrush prairie. Still other hot springs are found in quirky old resorts that look much the same as they did when they were built a century ago.

In some cases this guide does include descriptions of closed hot springs that have a compelling history and public access to vantage points. Medical Springs near La Grande, Oregon, and Crump Geyser near Lakeview, Oregon, are a couple of the off-limits but historic geothermal locations discussed in this guidebook. If you visit these areas, please respect 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 ask permission first. (To determine land ownership, either ask nearby homeowners or check records at the county courthouse.)

Ownership situations constantly change with hot springs. Well-known soaking resorts, such as Blue Mountain Hot Springs and Lehman Hot Springs in eastern Oregon, have closed to public soaking in the past decade. Meanwhile, some new and refurbished hot springs resorts have flourished since the first edition of this guide, including the Bonneville Hot Springs Resort & Spa and the Carson Hot Springs Golf & Spa Resort.

This guidebook is divided into eight geographical sections. The Washington regions include the Olympic Peninsula, San Juan Islands, Washington Cascade Mountain Range, and Central Washington. The Oregon hot springs are grouped into the Oregon Cascade Mountain Range, Central Oregon, Northeast Oregon, and Southeast Oregon.

Each geographical section of the book presents detailed information on the hot springs in that area, with the chapters arranged to facilitate travel from one hot spring to the next for persons who want to plan tours to several hot springs in a single trip.

Directions and Maps

The majority of hot springs in Washington and Oregon 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. Although most of the springs should be easy to find with the map 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 recreational stores). The DeLorme map books are also excellent (the DeLorme map page coordinates are included for each hot spring in this book). The following route abbreviations are used in the text: I (interstate highways); WA or OR (Washington or Oregon state highways); US (US highways); FR or CR (forest or county roads). GPS coordinates are also given for each hot spring, so you can easily enter the coordinates in your smart phone or GPS locator to zero in on your destination.

Have a Safe Hot Springs Adventure

Although visiting the commercial hot springs resorts in Oregon and Washington requires no more preparation than you would take before traveling to any developed vacation spot, bathing in the more rustic or primitive pools requires a few precautions. Soaking in a natural hot spring is one of life's true pleasures, but be sure to plan for a safe experience.

Here's a quick checklist of things to remember before you head out on your next hot springs adventure:

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Always test the water temperature before you get into a thermal pool. Most people find soaks between 95 degrees F and 110 degrees F to be the most comfortable. At developed resorts in Washington and Oregon, you can usually assume that the water in the hot tubs and swimming pools is within this comfort zone. Some of the natural hot springs, however, approach 200 degrees F, so never take it for granted that a thermal pool will be a comfortable soak. Even hot springs in the same area may differ drastically in temperature. Some hot springs pools in the Alvord Desert of southeastern Oregon are cool enough for a pleasant soak, while other thermal pools mere yards away could easily poach an unwary bather. Even hot springs that you've visited before can have a significantly hotter or cooler temperature on subsequent visits. Some hot springs are much cooler early in spring and summer, when melting snows mix with thermal water. Play it safe before you soak—always test the water with your fingertip, then cautiously ease into the pool. The bottoms of some thermal pools are much hotter than the surface (and vice-versa), so be cautious even after you've settled in for your soak.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Keep your head above water in natural hot-water pools. Some of the more popular soaking pools in Washington and Oregon have very sluggish flows, such as Baker and Olympic Hot Springs. When these pools are heavily used by soakers, the water flow may be insufficient to keep the bacterial count below water-quality standards. Drinking or inhaling this water can expose you to a variety of nasty bacteria. Try to avoid inhaling water droplets or spray, especially in primitive thermal pools.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Don't soak by yourself. Soaking with friends is not only more enjoyable, but it's also safer.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Drink plenty of (nonalcoholic) fluids. Hot-water soaks can increase your body temperature and 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 make a dangerous combination—stick to nonalcoholic beverages and save the wine or beer until you get home from your soak.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Don't soak in a hot pool for long periods of time if you're pregnant.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Remove your jewelry before you get into thermal pools. The sulphur found in some hot springs may quickly tarnish your favorite ring or bracelet.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Keep an eye on your kids. If you're soaking with children, make sure they are close by at all times, especially when soaking in thermal areas that have very hot pools or fragile crusts that a child could fall through.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Watch out for poison ivy. The trails to several hot springs in Oregon and Washington are infamous for poison ivy infestations, especially those hot springs in the western parts of the states that are below 1,000 feet in elevation. If you happen to touch these shiny three-leafed plants, wash your skin surface immediately. It's best to wear a long-sleeved shirt and pants when walking in areas that might be infested. Hot spring soaking has been a popular treatment for poison ivy in the past—Carson Hot Springs Golf & Spa Resort in the Columbia River Gorge used to offer a regimen of thermal soaks to help relieve inflammation if you had a nasty encounter with poison ivy.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Lock your valuables in your car trunk or, better yet, leave them at home. Unfortunately several hot springs in Oregon and Washington where your parked car is some distance from the hot springs have developed a reputation for vandalism. The Forest Service even has a name for the act of bashing in an automobile window and stealing your valuables—“car clouting.” The parking areas at Bagby Hot Springs, Olympic Hot Springs, and Baker Hot Springs have been known in the past for this kind of vandalism. If you must take valuables with you on your trip, either lock them out of sight in your trunk or take them with you in a daypack to the hot springs and then keep a close eye on them while you're soaking.

Checklist for a Great Hot Springs Visit

Preparing to visit the more luxurious hot springs resorts in Oregon and Washington requires packing little more than a swimsuit and some good books to read in the lounge chairs. But 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_007.jpg] US Forest Service or BLM maps, or a GPS locator/smartphone. A map is very useful for finding some of the more remote hot springs.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Swimsuit. Although swimsuits are optional at some rustic hot springs, take one along just in case.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] A towel or two (one for drying yourself, and one for standing on when changing your clothes).

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Daypack or plastic garbage sacks. Use to keep your clothes and towel dry while you're soaking. You can also use the garbage sack to pack out any trash you find when you leave a backcountry hot spring.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Rubber thongs or old sneakers. Wear these to protect your feet from sharp rocks in pools.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Plenty of drinking water. It's easy to get dehydrated if you soak for a long time.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Snack food.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Sunglasses.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] A full tank of gas. Be sure to fill up your gas tank, especially when visiting the remote hot springs in eastern Oregon. It can be a hundred or more miles between gas stations.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] A hat that provides good shade protection.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Sunscreen. Use sunscreen on your nose, ears, and other areas not submerged. Refrain from using lotion on parts of your body that will be underwater, so you don't pollute the soaking pools.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Skin moisturizer. Use after soaking.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Flashlight. A flashlight is especially important if you're visiting some of the hot springs deep in the old-growth forests of the Oregon and Washington Cascades. Darkness falls quickly in these areas, and it's difficult and dangerous to try to find your way back to your car through the pitch-black forest.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Business cards or pen and paper. You'll run into some wonderful people when you tour hot springs, and it's nice to share names and addresses with folks you meet.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Northwest Forest Pass. Several of the hot springs in Oregon and Washington now require that you have a USDA Forest Service trail pass displayed in your car at the trailhead or carried with you. The hot springs information in each chapter of this book tells you what kind of pass you'll need and where to purchase it.

Responsible Behavior

The vast majority of people who visit Oregon and Washington 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 resulted in restrictions on some popular hot springs areas. For example, Deer Creek Hot Springs, Terwilliger Hot Springs, McCredie Hot Springs, Snively Hot Springs, and several other public hot springs used to be open at nighttime. After years of alcohol-related incidents, Forest Service officials closed these springs to all after-dark bathing.

You can do your part to protect both the fragile nature of hot springs areas as well as 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:

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Don't bring glass containers. Nothing ruins a hot springs soak faster than cutting your feet on a shard of broken glass.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Pack out all your trash. And pack out as much trash as you can that's been left by others.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Respect private property rights. Don't enter a hot spring on private land without being sure the owner allows public access.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] 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.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Watch where you walk. Some of the hot springs in Oregon and Washington have deposited beautiful ledges of fragile minerals, which may have taken decades to build up. Walking on these delicate areas can destroy these deposits. It's also possible to break through this fragile crust, which hides scalding water just below the surface. Be especially careful when walking near the beautiful hot springs in the Alvord Desert of southeastern Oregon.

[image: frn_fig_007.jpg] Follow local conventions on nudity. Several hot springs 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 okay to soak nude or follow the majority lead and wear your swimsuit.

What's Missing, What's Special

Hot Springs Not Included in This Guidebook

There are more than one hundred hot springs and hot-water wells in Oregon and Washington. Unfortunately many of these thermal sources are on private land that is closed to the public, are too hot for comfortable soaks, or don't produce enough water to make a decent soaking pool. Most of these hot springs aren't included in this guidebook.

This guidebook focuses on the most accessible hot springs in Oregon and Washington, those that don't involve serious hiking or off-road driving. It includes both commercial resorts and secluded natural hot springs, but all these thermal areas are close to roads or are, at most, an easy walk from your vehicle.

Author's Favorite Hot Springs

Most Remote: Willow Creek Hot Springs

It may be a contradiction to feature a “most remote” hot spring in a guidebook that emphasizes easily accessible thermal soaks, but Willow Creek Hot Springs in southeastern Oregon is both accessible and remote. Reaching this soak in the high desert of southeast Oregon requires a long day's drive from almost anywhere in the state, and the final few miles of dirt road can be impassable in wet weather. Visitors who endure the bumpy journey will be rewarded with twin soaking pools surrounded by an endless sagebrush prairie.

Most Historic: Hot Lake Springs

A majority of hot springs in Washington and Oregon have interesting histories, but Hot Lake Springs in northeastern Oregon certainly has the oldest pedigree. First visited by European explorers with the Astor Expedition in 1812, Hot Lake Springs later became a popular stop for weary travelers on the Oregon Trail in the 1840s. Some historians consider the hotel built at Hot Lake Springs in 1864 to have been the first commercial building in the United States to use geothermal energy for space heating. The massive brick building, which sat abandoned for decades, was renovated and reopened in 2006, with much of the character and elegance from its past restored.

Best for Families: Kah-Nee-Ta Resort & Spa

Located on the Warm Springs Indian Reservation, on the sunny east slope of the Oregon Cascades, Kah-Nee-Ta Resort has more family-oriented activities than many resorts located much closer to urban areas. For children there are two waterslides (a 140-foot-long slide and a new 184-foot-long slide). There's also an Olympic-size swimming pool and an option to sleep in a Native American tepee. Horseback riding, kayaking, volleyball, hiking, and bike riding attract teenagers, while the 18-hole golf course, fish-filled river, gourmet restaurant, and a nearby tribal casino will satisfy mom and dad's desire for more adult recreation.

Best Nude Soak: Doe Bay Resort and Retreat

Several hot springs in Oregon and Washington are clothing optional, but Doe Bay Resort and Retreat on Orcas Island gets a nod for the best bath in your birthday suit. The mellow atmosphere and well-maintained soaking facilities lend a sense of security to nude bathers that is sometimes lacking at other hot springs. Doe Bay features three soaking tubs, a sauna big enough to hold two dozen of your swimsuit-free friends, and a secluded nude beach where a curious sea otter in Puget Sound may be the only neighbor likely to catch a glimpse of your bare buns.

Most Romantic: Lithia Springs Resort

Combine private, two-person whirlpools in the cozy cottages at Lithia Springs Resort with nearby gourmet restaurants, add the world-famous Oregon Shakespeare Festival, and you have a perfect recipe for romance. Honeymooners and retired couples alike credit the inn's silky-soft mineral water for turbocharging their relationships. One couple wrote in the inn's guest book that their “carnal knowledge” had been reawakened by the thermal springs. The many cultural attractions in nearby Ashland add perfect venues for building a weekend of memories with your significant other.

Most Eclectic: Soap Lake

The dry prairies of central Washington seem a strange place to find a once-booming spa town, but Soap Lake is filled with such eccentricities. The mineral-rich waters of the town's namesake have been praised for their abilities to cure everything from snakebite to baldness (not to mention the legend of the mineral water resurrecting a dead cowboy). A sizable contingent of immigrants from Eastern Europe take up residence near the lake during the summer, both to soak in and to drink the celebrated water. The citizens of Soap Lake are constantly dreaming up ways to boost their small town, promoting everything from a midsummer health fair and canoe race to community mud baths on the lakeshore.


MAP LEGEND
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WASHINGTON HOT SPRINGS
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Sol Duc Hot Springs Resort on Washington's Olympic Peninsula
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Sol Duc Hot Springs Resort






General description: A commercial resort nestled in a valley of the Northern Hemisphere's only temperate rain forest.

Location: Olympic Peninsula, 40 miles west of Port Angeles on the banks of the Sol Duc River in Olympic National Park.

Development: Sol Duc Hot Springs has been developed commercially for close to 100 years. Current facilities include a restaurant, cabins, massage therapists, poolside delicatessen, gift shop, 3 hot soaking pools and a cold-water swimming pool.

Best time to visit: The resort is open from late March through mid-October. Because Sol Duc is in a temperate rain forest, expect cloudy and wet weather anytime. July and August are usually the driest (and busiest) months. Midweek is less crowded, as is the period before Memorial Day and after Labor Day. Cabins are often booked weeks in advance, so make your reservations as early as possible.

Restrictions: Swimsuits are required in the swimming and soaking pools. Cabin fees include use of the pools; other guests must pay a day-use fee. There's a required 2-night minimum stay during holidays. The cabins and lodge are nonsmoking.

Access: Any vehicle can travel the paved highway and blacktop county road to the hot springs.

Water temperature: The 3 soaking pools are kept between 101 and 105 degrees F. The cold-water swimming pool averages 78 degrees F.

Nearby attractions: Sol Duc Hot Springs is a great location for accessing some of Olympic National Park's nicest views and hiking trails. Sol Duc Falls is about a mile past the resort and campground. Stop at the overlook to see this 60-foot waterfall dropping into a narrow canyon. One short (but strenuous) hiking trail starts at the resort and climbs about 2.5 miles to trout-filled Mink Lake. Another memorable hike that anyone can take is the Ancient Groves Nature Trail, an easy 0.5-mile loop through a giant Douglas fir forest. The trail starts about 3 miles north of Sol Duc Hot Springs on the road leading back to US 101. For more insight into the ecology of the rain forest, head back to US 101 and drive west to the Hoh Rain Forest Visitor Center.

Services: The resort has an espresso bar, a gift shop, and a small delicatessen in the main lodge. The Springs Restaurant provides breakfast and dinner, and poolside lunches are served. Massage therapy is available. Sol Duc has 32 cabins available, some with kitchens. The cabins with kitchen facilities are closer to the lodge. Many guests choose to stay in the more remote cabins without kitchen facilities and eat their meals in the lodge restaurant (oatmeal with fresh berries for breakfast and steelhead trout for dinner are favorite choices). The resort also has 17 RV spots across the Sol Duc River from the cabins.

Camping: Tent camping is available less than a mile away at the Sol Duc Campground, maintained by the National Park Service. The campground has more than 80 tent sites and is available on a first-come, first-served basis, so arrive early in the day to grab a spot for your tent. During summer park rangers sometimes give an evening lecture
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