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Overview

The Warm Springs Baths and related buildings      

have been: 

• essential to the Warm Springs Valley for 

over 250 years

• part of Homestead hydrotherapy program 

since 1925 

• time-capsules of historic resort life

• unique in their insight into medical treatment 

and social life

Photo  of female bathers from the Collection of John T Reddick



BACKGROUND

• The culture of bathing and 

healing associated in the 

west with thermal springs 

is several thousand years 

old. 

• Geothermally heated 

water is forced up under 

pressure through faults. 

• The Romans developed a 

harmoniously balanced 

approach to the medical 

and social use of water.  

• Ancient bathing traditions 

survived remarkably long.



BACKGROUND

• The baths of France and Italy rustic, poorly 

furnished, and small.   

• The different conditions in England enabled 

British baths to develop before those on the 

continent by the beginning of the 18th c.

• Fashion began to focus attention on a regular 

season of attendance not necessarily 

connected with chronic illness. 



BACKGROUND

• The most immediate 

model for Virginia’s early 

resorts is found at Bath in 

England. 

• Known as Aquae Sulis, or 

“the waters of Sulis,” the 

Romans developed the 

site by 70 AD and the 

bathing complex was 

gradually built up over the 

next 300 years. 

• The baths were restarted 

in the 11th century.

• Bath had become the 

most fashionable resort in 

Britain by the beginning of 

the 19th century



BACKGROUND

• The baths were restarted 

in the 11th century.

• Bath had become the 

most fashionable resort in 

Britain by the beginning of 

the 19th century. 

• Bathing took place in 

public in a large open 

basin. 



BACKGROUND

Isaac Robert Cruikshank (1789-1856). “Public Bathing at Bath or Stewing Alive 



BACKGROUND

• From 1775 to 1778 a basin called the Hot Bath 

was enclosed in an elegant building designed 

by John Wood, Junior. 

• The new bath resolved the intersection of 

private and social bathing in a new manner

• Corner entrances gave access to four pairs of 

heated dressing rooms, 

• each dressing room was connected to private 

bathing slips which opened into an unroofed, 

central octagonal pool. 
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BACKGROUND

• Bathing in a large thermal 

pool stood at the base of 

the English therapeutic 

regime. 

• Thermal water could be 

applied by force to the 

skin, Hand pumps and 

steam powered hoses 

permitted patients to be 

sprayed. 

• At the same time, vapor 

baths, often consisting of 

enclosures elevated over 

the water, were employed 

to induce sweating. 

• Drinking the mineral water 

was not widely practiced 

until the 17th century.
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Site Development

Warm Springs, 1792 

1750s-1815

• 140 a. by Thomas & John Lewis in 1751

• Turnpike over Warm Springs Mt. in 1770s

• Lewis laid out a town by 1786

• Great Spring” placed on adjacent square

• Garden on block of lots next to spring

• Warm Springs became county seat, 1792
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1815-1860

• Warm Springs purchased by 

John Brockenbrough in 1815 

• He added a brick tavern and cottage rows

• “Great Bath” covered by late 1820s

• Tavern expanded into hotel by 1833

Warms Springs Co., 1816



Site Development

Detail, Painting of Warm Springs by Eliza Burd, 1842. Photo, 

Library of Virginia



Site Development

Warm Springs, 1860

1815-1860

• Warm Springs purchased by 

John Brockenbrough in 1815 

• He added a brick tavern and cottage rows

• “Great Bath” covered by late 1820s

• Tavern expanded into hotel by 1833

• New courthouse built in 1842

• Wings added to each end of hotel in 1854

• Circular temple added at Drinking Spring



Warm Springs Hotel

Fig. 9. Detail of Warm Springs by David Hunter Strother. Harper's New Monthly 

Magazine, vol. 10, no.57, Feb. 1855.



Warm Springs Hotel

Edward Beyer, Warm Springs in 1854-56, From the Album of Virginia, 1857. 



Warm Springs Hotel

Warm Springs Hotel, postcard, no date. Library of Virginia. 



Warm Springs Hotel

Detail of Jed. Hotchkiss, Map, Warm Springs and Attached Plantations with View and Maps, 1867. 



Site Development

Photo from the Collection of John T Reddick



Site Development

1870s-1925 

• Purchased by John L. Eubank in 1871

• Ladies’ Bath built in 1875

• Reception House built by 1890

• Purchased by Warm Springs Valley Co. 

in 1889.

Warm Sulphur Springs, 1875



Site Development

Drawing of Warm Sulphur Springs, c. 1889, Bath County Historical Society. 
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Site Development

1930s to present

• Hotel demolished in 1925

• Route 220 built in the early 1930s  

• Landscaped and parking added in 1950s

Warm Springs Pools, 1930 to today



Overview

The site has always been set apart in a 

parklike setting. 

Photo of woman from the Collection of John T Reddick  



Overview

The Warm Springs in 1925 during the demolition of the hotel.



The Great Bath

Drawing from the Collection of John T Reddick
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The Great bath

J. H. B. Latrobe. Bath at Warm Springs, 1832. 

Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore.

Construction Dates

• octagonal pool b. 1773

• building first mentioned 

(with two wings) 1831 

“The basin has over it a wooden 

top, and is provided, on both sides, 

with small rooms, heated, when 

occasion requires it, by fires. . . . It 

is here the bathers undress and 

dress, and here an attendant is 

always in waiting.”   Dr. John Bell, 

1831



The Great Bath

The earliest exterior representation of 

the octagonal bath is this sketch made 

by Sophie DuPont, daughter of gun 

powder manufacturer.E I. DuPont, c 

1837 

Construction Dates

• octagonal pool b. 1773

• building first mentioned 

(with two wings) 1831 

• four wings by 1837, 

forming a distinctive 

cross shape



The Great bath

The earliest 

photograph of the 

bath buildings, c 

1880.  Bath County 

Historical Society.



The Great bath

Detail of Jed. Hotchkiss, Warm Springs and Attached 

Plantations with View and Maps, 1867. 

ColonnadeCaroline Hotel

Brockenbrough

The Bath

House

Jail Courthouse

Drinking Spring

First Ladies’ Bath

Hollyhock Row

Brick Row
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The Great bath

The octagonal bath in the mid-1930s. Historic American 

Building Survey. Library of Virginia. 



The Great bath

Plate 41 from Robert Morris’ Select Architecture: Regular Designs of Plans and 

Elevations Well Suited to Both Town and Country. 1757, illustrating a cold bath.

Plate 42. “The Baptistry of Constantine,” from Andrea Palladio, The Four Books of 

Architecture. London: Isaac Ware, 1738



The Great bath

Octagonal Bath in the 1940s with Horace 

Tonsler Jr., looking toward the east wing and 

the cold plunge. Collection of John T. Reddick. 

The structure is largely intact.



The Great bath

Warm Springs Men’s Bathhouse, with Cold Plunge looking west, 

Virginia State Library, 1963.



The Great bath

Warm Springs Men’s Bathhouse, Cold Plunge 

interior looking east Virginia State Library, 

1963.



The Great bath



The Great bath

Current Proposals

• Use historic materials and 

techniques

• Repair stone pool

• Repair cladding

• Replace roofing

• Stabilize structure

• Reconstruct east wing

• Add ADA accessible pool

The Men’s Bath in 1955. Note that the 

replacement of the sill had not yet been done. 



The Ladies’ Bath

Ladies’ Bath in the 1930s. 



Ladies’ Spout Bath, 1830s

Sophie DuPont, Spout Bath at Warm 

Springs, c 1837, Hagley Museum and 

Library, Wilmington DE.

Detail of Jed. Hotchkiss, Warm Springs and Attached 

Plantations with View and Maps, 1867.



The Spout Bath, 1840s

“The water is conveyed by trunks to the 

reservoirs, and, by reducing the depth of 

the basin to four feet, it affords the finest 

spout imaginable. After swimming about 

for two or three minutes, it was my custom 

to place myself under this noble stream, 

and let it fall on the chest and shoulders.”

Dr. William Burke, 1851 



The Ladies’ Bath, c 1875



The Ladies’ Bath



The Ladies’ Bath

Photo from the Collection of John T Reddick

Warm Springs, Springhouse and Ladies’ Bathhouse, c 1911. Bath County Historical 

Society. Note the board-and-batten surround at the oculus and surrounding deck.



The Ladies’ bath

Postcard, Valentine Museum, no date.



The Ladies’ Bath

Bathers at the Ladies’ Bath in the 1930s. Collection of John T. Reddick. 



The Ladies’ Bath

The Ladies’ Bath in the mid-

1930s. Historic American 

Building Survey, mid-1930s. 

Library of Virginia.
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The Ladies’ Bath

Exterior Description

• The first mention of the 

Ladies’ Pool is in 1875 

• Surrounded by a ring of 22 

dressing rooms, individually 

accessed

• the lower roof has a 

scooped shape- with 

decorative rafter ends

• the roof rose to a 

proportionally smaller 

oculus than the octagonal 

(now the men’s) bath

• clad with vertical boards the 

joints of which are covered 

by battens; 



Ladies’ Bath



The Ladies’ Bath

Interior Description

• A narrow deck surrounded 

the pool on the interior

• Twenty-two doors originally 

had batten doors to interior. 
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Structural History
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around twenty-two posts.



The Ladies’ Bath

Structural History

• the inner ring became 

deteriorated and braces 

were added c 1910

• More comprehensive 

repair work in 1950s.



The Ladies’ Bath

Ingalls family annual party at the Warm Springs in the Ladies’ Pool, 1920s, 



The Ladies’ Bath

Structural History

• inner framework built 

around twenty-two posts.

• The central form was 

braced by: 

• the outer ring.

• the sheathing on the 

exterior of the central 

ring. 

• the inner ring became 

deteriorated:

• braces added c 1910

• lower half replaced 

and central post 

added c. 1950.



The Ladies’ Bath



Ladies’ Bath



Bath Attendants

• The baths have been maintained and 

visitors attended by a long line of related 

African-American bath attendants. 

• The best known were Frances Martin 

Sheppard and her husband, barber 

William Henry Sheppard, who together 

cared for the baths for thirty years. 

• “Aunt Fanny” is said to have taught Bath 

County girls to swim by tying a sheet 

around their waist and tossing them into 

the pool. 

• In 1900, they lived in the former 

Reception House adjacent to the Ladies’ 

Bath. 

• Their son, who attended Hampton 

Institute, became a well-known 

missionary to Africa, the Rev. William 

Henry Sheppard, Jr.



Bath Attendants

• Members of the prominent Tonsler family of 

Charlottesville were employed at the Warm 

Springs for over ninety years. 

• Horace Tonsler (1857-1938), had been the 

headwaiter at the hotel before the turn of the 20th 

century. 

• His wife Pocahontas Tonsler succeeded Fanny 

Sheppard as the Ladies’ Bath attendant. 

• Son Horace Tonsler, Jr. was the attendant at the 

Gentlemen’s Bath from 1919 until his death in 

1953. 

• Daughter Pocahontas was the attendant at the 

Ladies’ Bath until the early forties. 

• Horace Tonsler, Jr’s wife, Estelle, was the 

attendant at the Ladies’ Bath from the 1940s until 

her death in 1983. 
Estelle Tonsler and Horace Tonsler Jr. in the early 1950s. 

Collection of John T. Reddick



The Ladies’ Bath

Photo of woman in chair from the Collection of John T Reddick

• chairs affixed to ropes and 

pulleys were used to 

lower invalids into the 

water. 

• Mary Custis Lee, who was 

plagued by arthritis, was a 

regular visitor. 

• late twentieth-century 

reproduction of the earlier 

invalids’ lift.

• the original was 

photographed in the 

1950s, when it was likely 

still in regular use.

• The rock below the chair 

probably reduced its 

buoyancy.



The Drinking Spring

Drinking Spring, c 1889, Bath Co. Historical Society. 

There are several other springs of the same kind in the meadow- round 

one a platform is built with benches under shady trees, for those who 

drink the water, which not withstanding its odour of half-spoiled eggs 

& its warmth, is not very nauseous to the taste—”

Sophie DuPont, 1837

• One of the three springs was reserved 

for internal use. 

• The earliest descriptions are vague, but 

it appears to have been sheltered under 

a plain square structure. 

• In the 1850s representations by Porte 

Crayon, and Beyer, and Hotchkiss it 

was covered by a domed temple.

• Today. The octagonal building has a low, 

scooped pyramidal roof, probably dating 

from the 1870s.



The Drinking Spring

Warm Springs, Springhouse and Ladies’ Bathhouse, Bath 

County Historical Society


