


Introduction

Contemporary Florida’s economy is based on tourism—people coming from other 
places to enjoy our world-famous attractions, sunny beaches, and glorious warm 
winters. The roots of the tourist industry stretch back to a time when significant 
numbers of people first started to travel to what was then the last frontier of the 
eastern United States. Much of the interior of the state was perceived as exotic and 
wild, in an untamed condition that sparked the imaginations of Victorian travelers. 
Florida’s balmy climate and temperate waters were a tonic for relief from the cold 
winters of the increasingly industrial North.
 This spike in visitation couldn’t happen until people were able to travel to Florida 
conveniently because of advances in transportation technology. When steamboats 
ruled the state’s waterways, Florida’s springs were its major attraction—cerulean 
jewels that glowed from beneath the earth. As railroad travel advanced down the 
peninsula and across the Panhandle, Florida’s beaches became accessible to visitors, 
and enormous, lavish resorts appeared by the sea. Finally, in the age of the auto-
mobile, much more of the state’s interior opened up, and health-conscious folks in 
search of fresh air, sunshine, and restoration were welcomed at sanitariums, early 
versions of today’s health spas. Both invalids and those simply seeking rejuvenation 
were drawn to the waters of Florida—spring water laced with minerals, salt water 
at boundless beaches, and water piped from the aquifer.
 Ambitious visitors and Floridians alike saw opportunities in the natural, pris-
tine state of Florida, and its ubiquitous water was like gold—a vital resource that 
could be used to draw tourists like a siren’s call to lusty sailors. They carved up the 
wilderness, exploiting their Eden and destroying much of its flora and fauna along 
the way. They used mass media as a force for promotion, and many of the tales of 
Florida’s watering places can be found in the printed record of that time. Newspa-
per accounts, advertising materials, and travel guides are often the best method for 
understanding the extent of the popularity of these health resorts, some of which 
started out as merely wet spots in the woods. The visual evidence can be found 
in postcards and stereograph cards reproduced in large numbers. The inexpensive 
souvenirs of another age, they are vital tools for understanding the scale of these 
locations.
 The story of these places helps us develop a better picture of how today’s Florida 
came to be, with a thousand new residents arriving daily and millions more visit-
ing every year. The tension between the pressures of carving up the natural ar-
eas for development and marketing the state as paradise continues today, and the 
consequences have never been greater. It is important that the history of Florida’s 
Victorian-era spas, sanitariums, and mineral springs is not forgotten and that we 
understand how they fit into the larger context of human history and our relation-
ship to water.
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Chapter 1

The Healing Power of Water
Connections to Ancient Sacred Tradition

The waters come from places we cannot venture, are transported by forces we cannot see, and 

cure through means we cannot understand. How did these waters become sacred? Even today, 

with medical discoveries seemingly an everyday event, many people still attribute special powers 

to holy waters.

—James Salzman, Drinking Water: A History

In 2015 Florida reached the high-water mark of 100 million annual visitors, 
and the volume of tourists flowing into the state has increased each year since. 
Many of them, seduced by the fantasy of a place where dreams become reality, 

leave behind their normal lives for a quick fix of make-believe. In addition to slick 
corporate theme parks and countless second-tier attractions, tourists flock to the 
beaches, spend hours floating in swimming pools and water parks, and dive into 
freshwater springs.
 In seeking out the waters of the state, these visitors continue a fascination that 
reaches back thousands of years. Ancient people were both awed by the life-giving 
power of water and frightened by its destructive aspects. They connected water to 
gods and goddesses, and in many cultures throughout history, important religious 
sites were centered around sacred waters. When the spiritual entities associated 
with these waters were credited with miraculous cures, the sites often evolved into 
pilgrimage destinations for people seeking better health. That was certainly true 
in Florida, where the natural geographic features were ideally suited for attracting 
visitors to take the waters.

Opposite page: A bather at Suwannee 
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2     FLORIDA’S HEALING WATERS

Sacred Origins: Water Is Life

For civilizations going back to the beginning of recorded time, water meant life, as 
it surely did for the first people to inhabit Florida. They arrived during the Pleisto-
cene epoch—the Ice Age—at least twelve thousand years ago, when the peninsula 
had a much larger land mass and the climate was cooler and drier than it is today. 
Archaeologist Jerald Milanich has described how these Paleoindians found fresh 
drinking water at watering holes, limestone catchment basins, and sinkholes fed 
by springs during periods of high rainfall. The havens of fresh water also attracted 
game, and early Floridians hunted and ate the prey found near springs. Today bones 
from ancient meals as well as the tools used for hunting provide evidence of Flori-
da’s first people living near these watery places.
 Around 8000 BC the climate of Florida began to change. Rainfall increased, 
and water sources became more abundant. As glaciers melted, the state’s familiar 
coastline began to emerge as well as its lakes, rivers, and springs. Some of the people 
living during this era, dubbed the Archaic period, conducted ritualistic burials of 
their dead in ponds and springs. Little Salt Springs in Sarasota County and the 
Windover Pond site in Brevard County are two examples of sacred sites where for-
mal burials took place. The bodies of the departed were shrouded in handwoven 
material made of plant fibers and were carefully placed in shelters with “effigy poles” 
over the bodies. As Milanich notes, these pond burials suggest that water, “so im-
portant to life,” may have had special significance for these people.

Windover Pond facing north-northeast. Photographed in 1985; the Brevard County site was discovered by ac-
cident in 1982.


