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 The relationship between people and nature at the Napa Soda Springs was 

and still is a historical, thriving bond that brought the mineral springs much 

recognition and fame due to the waters medicinal and magical qualities, as well 

as its prime picturesque location. The domestication of the Napa Soda Springs 

was not at all dramatic, and the preservation of the picturesque natural 

environment, as well as the magical water was essential to the resorts success.  

 The Napa Soda Springs was the leading early-day resort in the Napa 

Valley.  It was located on the Southwestern slope of the Coast Range, in the hills 

behind Atlas Peak surrounding the Napa Valley in California, about fifty miles 

from San Francisco and six miles from Napa City.  [Figure 1]  The elevation is 

about 1000 feet above the sea (Anderson 1892).  The trip North from San 

Francisco, where many of the guests came from, involved ferrying across the bay 

to Oakland, then a train ride to Port Costa and across to Vallejo Junction, then 

another small train ride to Napa followed by a four-horse carriage ride that 

would take guests up to the resort. Now one can get close by taking a drive up a 

public paved two-lane road before being stopped by private property signs.   

 Over one hundred years ago the hills were secluded, and the horizons 

were not scattered with houses and vineyards.  Besides the gardens, which were 

filled with:  Orange, lemon, rhododendron, persimmon, and palms, the 

vegetative environment was filled with native trees: Oak, fir, and eucalyptus, 

which were all left undisturbed.  Now the growth is overgrown and wild.    The  
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panorama that many paid for is now interrupted with the dotting of houses and 

developments.   

 In the year 1872 a man named Col. J.P. Jackson purchased the property.  In 

1867, he went to Europe to negotiate the bonds of the California Pacific Railroad 

Company.  His service resulted in him moving to California where he helped in 

building the railroad.  The Company soon sold, and Col. Jackson was left with 

nothing to do.  He eventually took more private pursuits and found the Napa 

Soda Springs.  Foreseeing the illimitable capabilities of the place, he bought the 

springs with 640 acres of land, for $100,000 (The Builders 1891).  Soon after, Col. 

Jackson became the publisher and managing editor of the “San Francisco Daily 

Evening Post.”  This made it much easier for him to promote is soon to be resort.  

The actual opening of the resort did not take place until May 10, 1881.  Once 

open, the resort offered horse rides, bathes, hikes, billiards, bowling, fine dining, 

and of course the natural springs (Ezettie 2008).  The finding of these natural 

springs was what made the land so valuable, and a must-see experience for 

future guests.  The water was studied and it was believed to have excellent 

medicinal and keeping qualities.  “The owners envisioned untold possibilities 

both from the sale of the water and from the establishment of a health and 

pleasure resort.”  (Slocum, 1881) 

 In its peak of success the Napa Soda Springs attracted visitors from all 

classes, many especially from the higher strata and was often the location for  
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extravagant festivities.  Its famous waters from which the resorts success sprung 

from, said to contain fourteen major minerals including soda, iron, magnesium, 

and lime, were widely known and a hotspot in California (Slocum 1881).  

However, the mineral qualities of the water eventually lost their potency due to 

the high bottling rate and production of the water.  As a result patronage of the 

resort began to diminish and the resort fell into disrepair, and was eventually 

forgotten.    

 Richard Ehrenberger and his wife Penelope now own the property and 

what remains of the resort.  The land is not open to the public, as you would 

assume after driving up the one lane road scattered with no trespassing signs.  

The Soda Springs are abandoned and nothing but ruins remains on the private 

property. 

 The relationship between people and nature is the strongest theme that 

encompasses how the resort came to be over one hundred years ago.  The 

location of the resort attracted people, especially from the city because it offered 

an escape from the stresses of the urban city.  The rugged, natural environment 

was an exclusive paradise.  When construction of the resort began, Jackson did 

not want to meddle too much with the natural scenery, so many of the buildings 

were assembled according to the lay of the land, many on hills sides and hidden 

within the trees, creating a more intimate atmosphere and sparing more trees.  
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 The stone used to construct many of the buildings on the site was quarried 

from one of the adjacent mountains on the grounds. The rock is white and soft 

when first exposed to the atmosphere, but it rapidly parts with its moisture and 

becomes harder and harder (Slocum 1881).  Two of the more grand buildings on 

the grounds were built out of this stone.  The Rotunda Hotel is a magnificent 

structure.  The rotunda is a circular building, towering up seventy-five feet into 

the air and enclosed by a huge glass cupola, which reflects the rays of the sun for 

miles around.  The second building, the Bellevue, was distinct from the rest due 

to its front porch, which was adorned with the only true American columns in 

existence.  [Figure 2]  The columns were patterned after a design by Thomas 

Jefferson, who also had similar columns put in front of the office of the marshal 

of the Supreme Court in the rotunda of the capitol (Napa Soda Springs California 

1869).  At the capital there were eight columns, at the Soda Springs there were 

twelve pillars, twenty-four feet high, and two feet wide.  The columns were 

conventionalized by the most sturdy grain product of North America, Indian 

corn (Napa Soda Springs California 1869).  Each column represents a cluster of 

cornstalks, with the ears of the corn sitting in half-opened husks that stand out at 

an angle at the top of the column.  Once the resort fell into disrepair after being 

hit by the last of many devastating fires, the columns slowly broke down and 

were all eventually stolen.  
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 The springs, the resort, and the natural habitat brought many tourists and 

money to Col. Jackson and his associates, as well as to the city of Napa.  Once 

designated as a tourist attraction, more and more people traveled to the small 

town of Napa.  While many only came for vacation, some remained and laid 

down their roots, increasing the town and increasing economic stability within 

the valley. The famous “Napa Soda,” bottled as it came “from nature’s 

laboratory,” was very popular among all classes (Hunt 1962/Napa Soda Springs 

California 1869.)  Due to the constant flow of 4,000 gallons daily which was 

developed at the springs, Jackson was able to market the water up sometimes a 

thousand bottles a day.  The bottling house was a very busy area, bringing in 

money, as well as people who came to fill up their own bottles at the source.  The 

waters long position in the market, as well as its backing from physicians proved 

its merit. 

 The spring water had been recommended by the medical society of the 

time.  More then just a healthy drink, it was an invigorating tonic.  The waters 

were on the market for at least thirty-five years, and during that time were used 

by physicians healing the sick.  A group of doctors agreed to the waters 

medicinal qualities, and wrote a testimony on its behalf: 

“’We, the undersigned physicians, practicing in the City of San 

Francisco, have examined the result of the analysis made by Dr. L. 

Lansweert, practical chemist, of the water from Napa Soda Springs  
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of California.  The water, according to this examination, possesses 

anti-acid and fine tonic properties, which cannot fail to be very 

beneficial in the treatment of chronic diseases, and affording a 

pleasant, healthful and invigorating beverage…’”  

(Napa Soda Springs California 1869) 

 
 The Napa Soda Water had been used extensively as a cure for bladder, 

liver and kidney diseases, indigestion, general debility and nervous prostration 

(Napa Soda Springs California 1869).  It was also said to be the greatest cure after 

excessive eating and drinking.  In an advertisement posted as a cartoon in the 

local paper, the water is said to be the cure for hangovers.  “We’re out all night 

‘till broad daylight, but we drink Napa Soda in the morning.”  “Sober up on 

Napa Soda” became a saying among bon vivants and those dallying too long at 

the bar (Napa Soda Springs California 1869).  The waters components were so 

perfectly united by Nature that for a health-giving and grateful beverage this 

water surpassed any other mineral water in use.  

 Two hundred thousand gallon reservoirs were dug to gather the water for 

domestic use.  When bottling the water, the water comes from the springs and is 

passed under a gasometer, then pushed through a variety of pumps and 

cylinders until finally the water is brought to the bottling machine.  The elaborate 

pumps and tanks were quite a technological feat at the time.  “By a simple twist 

of the wrist,” the operator fills the bottle, corks it tight, and moves on to the next 

one.  The skill of the bottler determines how many bottles will be filled that day.   

Shepp 7 



“The water is bottled and sold just as it flows pure from Natures’ laboratory, 

with all her sparking freshness still upon it.”  (Anderson 1892)  Though the 

springs had been domesticated, man still managed to keep them very pure, for 

the time being.  Neither man nor nature took nor gave too much from the other.  

 Near the bottling house are two of the soda springs where the clean 

drinking water is found.  There is a brick awning erected over each of the 

springs, with a dome-shaped ventilator overtop each of them.  These grounds are 

artistically arranged.  The many springs scattered over the property connect the 

resort and one can find their way through the terrain by following the springs.  

Also scattered throughout the landscape are gardens.  Between the bottling 

house and a spring, there is a wide stone stairway leading to a garden.  There is a 

spring in the garden that bubbles up through a fissure in the rock, “Just as 

Nature left it.”  (Napa Soda Springs California 1869)  The rock surrounding the 

spring has been chiseled away leaving something resembling a large basin 

containing gurgling mineral water. This hidden area called “Lovers Retreat” is 

an acoustic curiosity from the fact that the slightest sound from around the area 

can be heard in it.  If it were vice versa it probably would not deserve to be a 

‘retreat’ (Napa Soda Springs California 1869).   

 The elevated mountain terrain offers an enjoyable climate.  The air is light, 

pure and revivifying. The level ground is for the strollers, the bird watchers, and 

the more faint hearted who would enjoy a mineral bath, or a game of tennis.  For  
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those who enjoy hearty exercise, there are plenty of mountains to climb, 

waterfalls to discover, and views to be seen.  But for both attitudes, there are 

Indian relics to be discovered in abundance along the mountainside.  

In the early days of the Soda Springs, Indians were accustomed to bring their 

sick from far and wide and lay them down in front of these Springs, leaving 

them there to be cured by the sun, the air and the magic of these healing waters 

(Graham 1980).  The relationship between man and nature dates back to the very 

beginning of the Springs finding.  The Indians believed that the waters charmed 

and cast out the evil sick spirits from their bodies.  The Napa Tribe was one of 

the main tribes to come and have their people drink the water and be cured.  

From this tribe the springs get their name (Graham 1980).  Eventually tribes 

began to inhabit the area, setting down living areas near the springs.  The springs 

became a sacred and respected area to the Native Americans.  For the tribes who 

did not live at the springs, making the journey to the springs was sacred.  The 

amazing springs once were a chosen spot by the Native Americans, and continue 

to be a magical place inhabited by man.  Nature’s gift of fresh, healing water is a 

most attractive and generous gift.  Such a great explanation of the relationship 

between man and nature does this quotation give, which is inscribed on a marble 

tablet and resided over one of the springs at the Napa Soda Springs. [Figure 3] 

  “To suffering man from nature’s genial breast 

  A boon transcendent ever mayst thon flow. 
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Blest, holy fount, still bid old age to know   



  Reviving vigor; and if health repressed 

  Fade in the virgin’s cheek, renew its glow 

  For love and joy; and they that in they wave 

  Confiding trust and thankful lave, 

  Propitious aid, and speed the stranger hand, 

  With health and life renewed, unto their native land.” 

        (Avery 1966) 

 The temporary domestication of such springs and the heavenly 

environment of the Napa Soda Springs allowed for a prosperous, healthy, 

magical oasis, until the overuse and constant demand of the water lead to its 

decline.  The fame enjoyed by the Napa Soda Springs was thanks to the exclusive 

qualities of the springs intertwined with the appreciation for Natures pure gifts, 

in this case, water and an intimate, picturesque niche.  Even now, when we live 

in a time where we can be surrounded by Nature just by walking out our back 

door, the pure Nature that the Napa Soda Springs offers was, and still is a unique 

magical experience.    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Figure 1: Entrance and view of Napa Soda Springs (Napa Soda Springs) 
 

 
Figure 2: Bellevue House Porch with American columns at Napa Soda Springs 
(Napa Soda Springs Photo Collection) 
 

 
Figure 3: Pagoda Spring containing marble engraved tablet at Napa Soda Springs 
(Napa Soda Springs Photo Collection) 
 
Photo on cover page: Bottling house at Napa Soda Springs 
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