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Several papers have been written on the history 

of the local resort known as Rockbridge Alum Springs. I 

have read papers which deal with the rise and or demise 

of the popular resort of the late 1800's. One paper I 

ran across tried to touch on the subject of the economic 

impact Alum Springs had on the loca l people. However, 

this paper did not really give a comprehensive view of 

the economic importance of Rockbridge Alum Springs. 

In doing the research for this paper I discovered 

that careful and detailed records were kept by the em

ployers and owners o~· Rockbridge Alum Springs in the late 

eighteen hundreds. Unfortunately, most of thos e records 

have been los t ove r the last hundred years. Some re

cords do remain. The remaining records range, in con

dition, f rom readable to crumbling and illegable. Using 

these materia ls, I have tried to put together the most 

comprehe ns i ve account possible of the econom:icdealings 

of the re s ort in the years 1880-1890. I decided on this 

time peri od for two reasons. First, the earliest re

records t hat a re at all legible are those from about 

the ye ar 1880. Second, from all accounts of the old 

Alum Springs I studied, there seemed to be a general 

consensus that the resort was at its height of populari ty 

in the 1880 ' s . 

I will begin with a short history of the resort 
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and then present my finding on the economic aspects of 

Rockbridge Alum Springs. Rockbridge Alum Spring, which 

is located about thirteen miles west of Lexington, was 

first developed in the 18JO's by James Campbell. There 

hae been interest in the water of Alum Spring for med

icinal purposes prior to this time. Campbell began build

ing on the property "to exploit a grow.:.ng interest in 

the Alum waters"1 Campbell also established the first 

post office, with himself acting as the postma$ter, in 

1842. 

In 1850, Campbell sold the property to Christian 

and Company for $100,000. Two years later, as people 

became more and more interested in the healing powers 

of the water, Rockbridge Alum Springs was sold again; 

this time for $150,000. Rockbridge Alum Springs had 

appreciated $50,000 in just two years. The .property 

was purchased by two brothers, John and William Frazier. 

Over the years, buildings were being built and 

Rockbridge Alum Springs was gaining a reputation as a 

fine resort. By 1859, Rockbridge Alum Springs could 

accomodate up to 800 guests. By 1872 the property was 

valued at about $500,000 and was considered one of the 

most valuable pieces of real estate in not only Virginia, 

but the whole South. 2 

During the Civil War, Rockbridge Alum Springs was 

used c:i.s 8. hospital. The area was reopened for public 
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vacationing in the spring of 1865. In 1872 a new resort 

was opened right next to Rockbridge Alum Springs. 

The adjacent property had been purchased and developed 

by John w. Jordan and was opened as Jordan Alum Springs . 

A large fence was erected between the two resorts and 

court battles between the two owners went on for years. 

Finally. in 1880, Jordan Alum Springs was purchased by 

Rockbridge Alum Springs, expanding its resort area sig

nificantly. The fence between the properties was taken 

down and a long covered board walk was constructed in 

its place, thus making travel between the two areas 

simple and pleasant. 

By the early eighteen eighties, Rockbridge Alum 

Springs boasted of its fine facilities. These facilities 

included the Grand Hotel, the Central Hotel, the Gothic 

HOtel, the Virginia House, the Vale House and the Jef

ferson House. Along with these short stay facilities, 

two cottage rows had been built to accomodate those who 

wished to stay for longer periods of time. These cottage 

complexes were called the Kentucky Cottages and the 

Baltimore Cottages. Other resort facilities included 

a golf course, a swimming pool, bowling allies, billiard 

rooms, bath houses and riding stables. The resort ad

vertised a newly installed telegraph wire in its post 

office. Resort literature also pointed out that their 

post office received mail deliveries three times daily. 
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These two services were big selling points for Rockbridge 

Alum Springs as theyare frequently mentioned in advertis

ing pamphlets of the time. Literature also mentioned 

full-time, on-premises nurses and physicians. Rock~ 

bridge Alum Springs bragged of unsurpassed dining and 

dancing facilities and from reading the accounts of some 

guests, the claims are not without substantiation. 

This brings me to the period of time I wish to ex

amine with regard to the economic dealings of Rockbridge 

Alum Springs. I admit that the history I have just 

presented is somewhat sketchy and without much detail. 

A more complete account of the history of Rockbridge 

Alum Springs and its rise to prominance is available in 

the Rare Books section of the Library at Washington 

and Lee University. The paper was written in 1963 by 

Matthew W. Paxton Jr. 

Rockbridge Alum Springs employed a tremendous num

ber of people in the 1880s. I could find no exact fig

ures of employees but I did come up with the various 

areas of employment and what the pay was for each in

dividual job. Later in the paper however, I will re

late some specific figures regarding the amount of money 

generated by ~ockbridge Alum Springs each season. 

A typical season for Rockbridge Alum Springs ran 

from June 1 to October 1. I will go through the em
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ployment list, arbitrarily starting with the resort's 

stables. All literature from the resort advertises 

horseback riding and rides in horse-drawn buggies.J 

Rockbridge Alum Spring owned hundreds of horses and 

therefore employed many people to work with and around 

the horses. Stable hands received a salary of $8 .oo 

per month, while blacksmiths were paid twenty dollars 

a month. 4 No figures were found which fave the number 

of stable employees. 

Feeding people at a resort the size of Rockbridge 

Alum Springs was certainly no small task. It can be 

assumed that a great many people were employed in the 

resort's kitchens and dining rooms. In the kitchen, 

cooking efforts had to be coordinated for food which , 

at times would have to be served to over four hundred 

guests per meal. For this reason, the head cook was 

paid a salary of $80 .00 per month. In the 1880's, 

eighty dollars a month was considered a fine salary, but 

the head cook, no doubt, earned every penny. The head 

cook's duties included ensuring the smooth running of 

the entire kitchen as well as various cooking duties. 

There were several cooks under the supervision of the 

head cook. These assistant cooks received anywhere from 

$12.00 to ~18 .00 a month. Baking, as well as cooking, 

was a full time job at Rockbridge Alum Springs. The 

kitchen employed several bakers. The head baker was 
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paid a salary of twenty-five dollars a month. Assist

ant bakers were paid anywhere from $15.00 to $20.00 per 

month. Freshly baked breads and desserts were on the 

daily menu at the resort.5 

The main dining room at Rockbridge AJuril Springs was a 

huge hall and must have employed many waiters and wait

resses. The highest paid employee on the dining room 

staff was the head waiter who received $JO.OO per month. 

He had to ensure that every aspect of a guest's dinner 

was to the customer's satisfaction. He was also in 

charge of assigning waiters and waitresses to their 

stations. The head waiter was apparently also expected 

to mingle and converse somewhat with the customers. All 

other waiters and waitresses under the head waiter re

ceived a monthly salary of anywhere from $12.00 to 

$15.00. The dining facilities must have employed a large 

number of local people but again, unfortunately, no exact 

employee figures could be found. 

With all those customers eating all those meals, 

the resort certainly must have needed to employ a good 

many dishwashers. Dishwashers were paid a salary of 

eight dollars a month; that is until technology rendered 

human dishwashers all but obsolete. In literature ad

vertising Rockbridge Alum Springs in the 1890s, the 

resort boasted of the latest in automatic dishwashers. 

The automatic dishwashers could wash up to 7000 pieces 
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an hour. However, before the installation of their 

dishwashers, the resort must have employed several 

dishwashers. 

With a capacity of 800 guests, there is no doubt 

that the laundry facilities at Rockbridge Alum Springs 

had to employ many local people. In the 1880s, the re

sort was equipped with a large steam laundry room. 

Workers in the steam laundry room were paid a monthly 

wage of $8.00. 

Like the situation with the automatic dishwasher 

making the human dishwasher obsolete, so was the case 

with the a utomatic icemaker. According to letters from 

the 1880s, a large number of men were employed each 

winter to collect and transport ice to a large ice stor

age house at the resort. No figures were given as to 

the wages that were paid to these workers. However, 

after the late 1880s and the instillation of an auto

matic icemaker, the services of these local men were no 

longer necessary. 

The business of transportation to and from i\~')cl-:-· 

bridge Alum Springs also must have employed a large 

number of local people. In the mid eighteen hundreds, 

there was a train service directly to the resort. A 

special track had been laid just for resort traffic. 

The round trip fare for one passenger was $2.50, while 

one-way fare was $1.50. The trains made several trips 
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daily during the busiest time of the vacationing season. 

Another form of transportation can be seen by 

this interesting advertisement which ran under the date 

of May JO, 1889, in the Gazette and Citizen: 

On and after July 1st, throughihe season, 

Tate sterret will run a daily line of stages 

between Rockbridge A~ 1J.In Springs and Lexington; 

and another line between Lexington and Natural 

Bridge. 6 

Mr. Sterret was probably not the only man employed i n 

such a manner due to the resort traffic . It may be 

hypothesized that many people performed similar trans

portation functions. 

Another newspaper quote shows another aspect of 

local employment which can be directly attributed to 

the existence of Rockbridge Alum Springs: 

The Victoria Mines train hauled iron ore 

and passengers between Goshen and the Rock

bridge Alum Springs from early 1800s until 

1909. At one time 1200 men worked in Victoria 
mines.7 

With all these people being transported to and 

from Rockbridge Alum Springs, one can only ass ume 

that the City of Lexington and other surrounding areas 

reaped the benefits of such activities. People must 

have stopped in Lexington and other areas regularly on 
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their journeys and frequented local establishments. 

This certainly generated additional economic activity 

with regard to local business. 

Rockbridge Alum Spring undoubtedly employed many 

other local people in various capacities. Though I could 

find no recorded mention of people such as chamber maids, 

grounds keepers, pool .and golf course workers, etc., 

one can only assume that such people did in fact work 

there. 

I have discussed the economic importance of Rock

bridge Alum Springs with regard to the local people who 

were employed at the resort. Now I will discuss the 

money generated by the resort and its services. 

While doing my research, I was fortunate enough to 

run across a fairly legible daily receipt book for 

Rockbridge Alum Springs from the years 1882 and 188J. 

In the daily receipt books were recorded the amounts 

received by the Rockbridge Alum Springs from its custom

ers for their board, bar tabs, laundry and bath. There 

were no total figures available, only day by day receipt 

totals. By going through the daily receipts for the 

resort seasons of 1882 and 188J, I was able to compile 

some comprehensive (according to their recorded figures) 

receipt totals. I will later try to combine these fig

ures with those from other areas of resort operations 

and make a rough estimate of Rockbridge Alum Springs 
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yearly intake. 

For the 1882 season, which ran from June 8, 1882 

through September 29, 1U82, Rockbridge Alum Springs 

recorded a total of $29,990 paid by their customers for 

their board, bar t abs, laundry and bath . For the 1883 

season, which ran from June 14, 1883 through October 1, 

1883, Rockbridge Alum Springs recorded a total of $24 ,709 

paid for their customers for their board, bar tabs, 

laundry and bath. 

A breakdown of the receipt figures on a month by 

month basis is as follows: 

June 1882 $1,109 
July 1882 ;$4,109 
August 1882 $13,309 
September 1882 $11,463 

June 1883 $487 
July 1883 $4,051 
August 188J $10,893 
September 1883 .p9,2788 

As one can see by the figures, the most lucrative months 

for Rockbridge Alum Springs would seem to clearly and 

consistently been August and September. The best day 

for Rockbridge Alum Springs, according to their daily 

receipt book was September 12, 1882 when their book 

shows them receiving $1,34J. That was an enormous 

amount of money by the standards of the 1~80s. 
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Another area of operation that generated a large amount 

of income for the resort was room rentals. No compre

hensive figures were available in this area. The only 

information I could find on specific room rentals, other 

than room rates, were the register books from Rockbridge 

Alum Springs in the 1880s. These, however, listed only 

the customer's names and nothing more. Room rentals 

in the resort during the 1880s ranged from $10.00 to 

$20.00 per week, depending on the room. A room with a 

private bath with hot and cold running water could go 

for up to $20.00 per week. A room wi th a private bath, 

according to location, couJdgo for as little as $10.00 

a week. The rates for rooms on a daily basis ranged 

from $2.00 to $4.oo. The monthly rate for a room was 

$75.00.9 The best figures I could come up with regard

ing room rental figures were estimates. Judging from all 

indicators, the seasons of 1882 and 1883 were near sell

out seasons. From letters written by guests it seemed 

that Rockbridge Alum Springs was filled to capacity for 

nearly the whole season. faking into consideration 

the fact that the resort could accomodate 800 guests 

and the average rate for a room is $15.00 per week I 

tried to make a best guess at a seasonal income figure. 

With roughly sixteen weeks in a season I estimate the 

seasonal income from rooms to be somewhere between 

~50,000 and $75,000. This figure is an estimate and by 
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strength and push in the Company and we would not be 

surprised if all other drinks are driven off the market, 

and Alum \'later becomes the favorite water of the people." 11 

The yearly income of the bottling and selling of the 

spring's water was estimated at over ten thousand dollars 
12 per year. 

Another form of resort income was generated by sup

plies and services being sold to the guests. I was un

able to find figures srgarding supplies and services 

sold to patrons in the 1880s. However, regarding the 

1860s the following statement was written: "In the 

1860s (Rockbridge Alum Springs) was selling over $J8,000 

worth of supplies and services to resort patrons per 
1113year. I will assume that this figure applies some

what to the 1880s as well, (when, in fact, the actual 

figure was probably much higher in the 1880s). 

So what do all these income figures add up to? 

Again I must emphasize that the written records from 

this time period are sketchy and incomplete and many 

of the figures I am dealing with are estimates from the 

available information. 'rhe income from Rockbridge Alum 

Springs for one season could have ranged anywhere from 

$125,000 to $155,000 . 

Another economic aspect of Rockbridge Alum Springs 

that I came across in my research were their taxes. 

I found a tax form from the resort dated November JO, 
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1887. In that year the resort paid a total of $5J5.JO 

in taxes on their land. At that time , Rockbridge Alum 

Springs included 1010 acres of land. The tax break

down was as follows: 

State Tax on Property $121.20 
State School Tax $ 40.40 
County School Tax $ 40.40 
District School Tax $ 40.40 
County Tax on Property $242.40 
County Road Tax on Property $ 50.50 

Total $5J5 .JO received by 
14J. D. Aderson, County Tr easurer. 

while going through the old records of Rockbridge 

Alum Springs I ran across a ledger for the ~es?rt for 
-

the years 1882-1890. This ledger had two distinct sec

tions. The first section was a detailed breakdown of 

supply accounts. To the left would be a figure for the 

total supplies bought. To the right would be the dis

bursments given to the listed areas. For example, one 

entry appears as follows: 

July 28 Supply Account J9J.71 

·ro Advertising 262.J6 
:ro Painting 'rJ .95 
To Cigar Stand 57.40 

etc. 15 

Because of the condition of the ledger book and the 
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difficulty I had in reading the hand writing, I was 

unable to work up any comprehensive figures. However 

there were more than 100 pages of such entries and the 

cash flow of the operation must have been tremendously 

large. 

'l'he second type of entry in the Rockbridge Alum 

Springs Ledger 1882-1889 involved money received by the 

resort from individuals, companies, banks, e tc. ·rhese 

figures were posted in a column to the left while the 

total of these figures was posted to the right under the 

heading of "To Augusta National Bank. 1116 These depos

its were often in excess of $5 ,000 and, during the busy 

periods of the season, were made several times each week. 

Here again, the flow of money in and out of the resort 

can be seen. 

Admittedly, the economic picture I have painted of 

Rockbridge Alum Springs in the 1~80s is incomplete. I 

had to deal with written information of the time that 

was difficult to understand. I also was forced to make 

several estimates and had to transfer a number of fig

ures from year to year due to a lack of available data. 

Even with all these obstacles, it is obvious that 

Rockbridge Alum Springs had a tremendous impact on the 

local area. A large number of local people were surely 

employed by the resort. rtesort traffic must have meant 

a steady flow of income for surrounding business. In 
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short, Rockbridge Alum Springs aided a great deal in the 

economic well-being of this area in the 1880s. 
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