By Douglas S. Helmke, P.G., Water Rights / Source Water Specialist

This A-Frame building is likely built over the original South Well, nestled
within the former picnic grounds of the Blasing’s Mineral Springs.
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hen the state and national geologic surveys were established, the
directives given to them was to study, compile and disseminate geological
and scientific information, especially that of potential economic and
societal value. The United States Geological Survey (USGS) was established in
1879. The Kansas Geological Survey was established first in 1864, was funded for
two years, and allowed to dissolve with no funding provided in 1866. In 1889, the
legislature created a Board of Survey, but made its funding come out of the overall
appropriation given to the University of Kansas. The Board of Regents of the
university didn’t establish the Survey officially until 1895. Somehow, the Kansas
Geological Survey was able to prove its worth and survive this inauspicious birth.
Coal was king in the 1880's of Kansas, and natural gas was also an important
“mineral” being produced in Kansas for other industries at that time. Salt mining
was in its infancy, but nonetheless an emerging industry, that still operates today.
Before 1886, there were a handful of reports, primarily written by doctors, about
naturally occurring water with high mineral content. In 1886, the USGS released
Bulletin No. 32, titled Lists and Analyses of the Mineral Springs of the United
States: A Preliminary Study, by Albert C. Peale. To understand the potential value
of mineral water resources, the sheer number of sources and the amount of
production was needed first. This report estimated that 2,822 locations were present
in the United States, that 634 were operated as resorts and that 223 were selling
water or evaporated minerals or both, commercially.
The Kansas Geological Survey did not rush into the business of publishing the
research that was conducted or supervised by their employees or students. There
were other established publications in Kansas where articles of science could be
printed such as the Transactions of the Kansas Academy of Science and the Kansas
University Quarterly. Their first report was released in 1896 and was identified as
Volume No. 1. These single volumes were released annually. It was in 1902, that
the Kansas Geological Survey released Volume No. 7, Special Report on Mineral
Waters, by E. H. S. Bailey, which is not to be confused with KGS Bulletin No. 7.
The bulletin series started in 1913, and these were written “written expressly for the
layman, rather than the scientist,” for the citizens of Kansas to use.
Dr. Bailey was a chemist, and the focus of his report was to list the constituents
in the water that made it mineralized, to chemically classify the water of various
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springs and wells, not to determine the
ultimate source of the water nor the
water’s effectiveness to cure or its
suitability for therapeutic bathing. He
believed that medical practitioners
would be able to review the chemical
properties and then judge a water’s
curative properties in specific cases.
To the non-chemists and historians,
this report is useful to understand the
demand people had for improvement in
their physical conditions and the
locations of the early mineral water
sources that were commercially
developed. Dr. Bailey didn’t limit his
research to naturally occurring springs,
but also included wells. Water from
flowing or artesian wells was collected
for analysis. Water from exploratory
wells drilled in the search for petroleum
or other natural resources, including
some that also produced oil and natural
gas with “mineral” water was
evaluated. Even water produced from
coal mine dewatering and drainage was
investigated. Somewhat surprising is
that evaluations for heavy metals was
not conducted (or reported).
Radioactivity was only discovered six
years earlier, so it’s not surprising that it
was not a concern. Today, the
descriptions of the facilities that were
developed around these natural mineral
water springs is most interesting.

Cover and spine of Kansas Geological
Survey Volume No. 7, Special Report on
Mineral Waters by E. H. S. Bailey,
originally published in 1902.

Evaluations were made of the
water from Geuda Springs,
which had the Geuda Hotel and
the Central Hotel and
Bathhouse, and an artificial lake
which flooded a salt marsh. The
town that sprung around the
resort, the city of Geuda Springs
(pop. 185, in 2010), still exists.
Sun Springs and Sycamore
Springs located in Brown
County in northeast Kansas
were also developed into resorts.
Both had hotels to make mineral
water enthusiasts comfortable.
Oddly, two hotel buildings at
Sycamore Springs burned in
1916 and the hotel at Sun
Springs burned in 1917.
Sycamore Springs continued to
operate as a resort until closing
Only a small portion of the southwest corner of the
in early 2018. Baxter Springs in
three-story Blasing’s Springs Hotel remains standing
southeast Kansas was already a
today, 77 years after a tornado brought the building
trading post in the 1850's. It had
down. The hotel had 12 rooms where guests enjoyed
numerous springs that drained
a pleasing view of the Flint Hills, meals and mineral
into the Spring River before
water from Blasing’s Springs.
mining came to the area which
presumably lowered the water
many years. A bottling plant was also
table. Two springs in a small park in
built, and water was sold under the
Baxter Springs were improved in 1883
brand name Waconda Flier. While hard
by building walls around them.
to believe it could happen today, the
Pavilions had also been built over the
hotel and bottling works were
springs. One, known as the Iron Spring,
demolished and Waconda Spring was
was used for drinking water by the local flooded by the storage of water behind
residents. The pavilion over the second
Glen Elder Dam in 1968.
spring, known as the Medical Spring,
One of the better kept secrets of
was used as a bathhouse with several
mineral water in Kansas was Blasing’s
bathrooms, arranged for the use of
Springs, in Riley County, southeast of
either hot or cold baths.
Manhattan. While it started with a
The most famous of the springs in
spring, its failure to flow during a
Kansas is likely the Waconda Spring in
drought resulted two wells being drilled
Mitchell County. Photographs show
which provided mineralized water
that water from this spring carried
which flowed to the surface. Bonanza!
minerals that precipitated on the surface
William Blasing was a German
of the ground, not unlike the process
immigrant who arrived in America
one might see with geysers or hot
around 1851. He married a German girl
springs. A large shield had built up on
in Saint Louis, Missouri, shortly
the floodplain of the Solomon River
thereafter and settled in Danville,
over the centuries, so that the height of
Missouri, where he planted an orchard
the mound was 42 feet and the base had and sold apples and other fruit.
a diameter of 300 feet. It was held in
Following the hostilities of the Civil
reverence by the native Indians, who
War, the lure of the West came upon
called it the Great Spirit Spring. To take him and his family. He was trained as a
advantage of this mineral water, a hotel
shoe and boot maker in Germany, but
and spa were built that was open for
still had plans to be a farmer.
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A NO TRESPASSING sign is posted on an older Blasing’s Springs sign
which was installed when persons were welcome to picnic on the
grounds of the former resort. The resort grounds remain privately
owned.

Life was difficult on the Kansas
prairie, and the area the Blasing family
chose to settle was not typical of the
areas we tend to think of when we think
of pioneering farmers. The Blasings
chose to live in the valley of the East
Branch of Deep Creek. Some of the
most scenic views of the Flint Hills can
be seen in this area, but in most areas
where the ground is level, the soil is
extremely thin. Cultivated crops are
limited to the flood plains adjacent to
the creeks. Earlier pioneers probably
claimed all of the level land closer to
the Kansas River. The Blasings didn’t
give up their dream, but Mr. Blasing
had to use his cobler skills in
Manhattan during the week to keep the
farm and to keep his family fed.
Written accounts say that one
particular summer was so dry that the
natural spring on which they relied
went dry. Not wanting to haul water
from a distant source that might also be
on the verge of failure, it was decided
to drill deeper to the source of the
water, assuming the water was forced
up from some mysterious depth. The
Flint Hills are composed of alternating,
nearly-level, layers of limestone and
shale. These layers are not perfectly
level; they have some regional dip,
usually to the west in this area. These
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Crystal clear spring water in the East Branch of Deep
Creek in Riley County provides this interesting play of
light and shadows on submerged leaves and stream
gravel.

layers are also slightly flexed so that
small troughs exist that may influence
and concentrate where water may
discharge from fractured limestone
formations. The water in their particular
spring probably recharged at an
exposure of the same limestone
formation higher in elevation
somewhere to the east. Another account
says that an exploratory hole was
drilled to determine if coal was present
underground.
Regardless of the reason, in 1883, a
well was drilled to a depth of 120 feet
where water was encountered that
flowed to the surface. A second well
was drilled to a depth of 180 feet. Both
of these wells flowed at a rate of
approximately 13 gallons per minute
according to the Bailey report. The
Riley County, Kansas book by Winifred
N. Slagg reports that one of the wells
only flowed about four gallons per
minute. Dr. Bailey reported that sulfate
in the water was measured at 1,066
parts per million (ppm) and chloride
was measured at 251 ppm. The
secondary (recommended) maximum
contaminant levels for both constituents
in today’s federal guidelines is 250
ppm.
Advertisements were prepared to let
everyone know about the life-restoring
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qualities of this mineral water. Diseases
such as cholera and malaria, and even
diabetes, were claimed to be cured if
enough water was ingested (or bathed
in) over a long period of time. The
popularity of the healthy mineral water
surged and soon long-term visitors were
erecting tents on the farm. A bath house
with an oil-heater was soon built.
Demand increased as the advertising
continued to promise a multitude of
cures. So great was the response that a
three-story, limestone block hotel with
12 rooms was built for those who could
afford the $3.00 to $5.00 per week rate.
For those who could not travel, the
evaporated minerals were sold,
presumably to mix with water. This
mineral powder was sold for $4.00 per
ounce.
The business continued to prosper up
to “Dr.” Blasing’s death in 1898. It is
known that the sales of water continued
after a son and a daughter took over the
business, which lasted for another four
decades. Interestingly, Blasing’s
Springs was invited to submit an
exhibit to the 1904 Saint Louis World’s
Fair by a member of the Fair’s Mineral
Water Committee. This member’s name
was E. H. S. Bailey, the author of the
KGS Report from 1902. No record was
found that a mineral water exhibition

was assembled, or that Blasing’s
Springs participated.
The mineral water business
nationally was probably starting to
decline around this time, although it
would be hard to argue that the current
bottled water craze didn’t replace it
(even if it was decades in the making
and for opposite reasons). Advances in
medicine were being made that proved
to be more effective to treat and cure
the common diseases of the day. Indoor
plumbing with treated water may have
also made regular bathing the norm and
not a thing that happened only on
Saturday night. The location of the
Blasing’s Springs remained a popular
picnic and recreation area for many
years after the Blasing son and daughter
took over the operation, regardless of
how people felt about the mineral
water. Unfortunately, a tornado
destroyed the hotel in 1943. If one
knows where to look, one corner of the
destroyed structure can still be seen
from I-70 Highway.
In 1959, less than a mile away from
the Blasing’s Springs, the Yaege Oil
Field was discovered. The subsurface
structure of the formation that trapped

We know the water that public water systems
supply today will not cure diseases on its own,
but it is the safest product anyone can put in
their body today, tomorrow and every day after
that, which sustains life.
the petroleum is related to the
subsurface faulting along the Nemaha
Uplift. This structure is part of the rift
that runs from Lake Superior in
Minnesota to southern Oklahoma. It’s
plausible that the Blasing’s Springs
mineral water is also related to this
geologic anomaly. The oil wells in the
Yaege field are approximately 1,600
feet deep. No evaluation of the mineral
water source formation has been made.
The drinking water industry has
changed greatly since the days people
considered water from mineral springs
to be a possible cure to every bodily
ailment and sore joint – and worth
trying. We know the water that public
water systems supply today will not
cure diseases on its own, but it is the

safest product anyone can put in their
body today, tomorrow and every day
after that, which sustains life.
So to all the water system owners and
operators, I say, “Go tell your water’s
story, from source to tap, so your
customers will know how much you
care about their health and well-being.”
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