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“This place from a mean, inconsiderable village, has, within the last 25 years, owing to the virtue and fame of its springs, risen into great eminence, and now justly ranks with the most elegant and celebrated watering places.”
- written c. 1820, author unknown, quoted by the Leamington History Group, https://leamingtonhistory.co.uk/leamington-history/

Leamington Spa “owes its very being to its mineral waters”
- Lyndon Cave, Royal Leamington Spa (1988)

The origins of Leamington Spa
· Town goes from 300 people in the 1780s to about 1,000 in the 1810s
· Due to commercial exploitation of mineral waters for the purpose of health and leisure
· ‘Old well’ first recorded 1480 but Earl of Aylesford against commercial use of it
· New wells found by Abbotts 1784, Wise 1790, Robbins 1804, Read 1806…
· First source north of the Leam river discovered 1806
· Royal Baths and Pump Room opened over in 1814
· Shops, theatres, ballrooms, boarding-houses, resident physician, schools…
· Modelled on existing spa towns, especially Bath and Cheltenham
· Heyday of town is first half of 19th century, before British spa-going declines in 1860s

Eighteenth-century spas
· Spas a quintessential feature of British (and European) life in the eighteenth century
· Drinking and bathing in mineral waters was thought to cure a range of ailments…
· …gout, hypochondria, infertility, skin problems…
· Not just Bath - at least 346 spas across Britain in the 18th century (Vasset 2022)
· Major spa towns, middle-sized spa towns, small local spas, seaside spas
· Leamington a ‘middle-sized spa town’
· Based on ancient (Roman baths) and medieval (holy wells) precedents
· Illustrates wider themes of 18c life: the public sphere, polite sociability, gender norms, the commercialisation of leisure, improved transport networks, the birth of the novel…


The science of mineral waters
· “our neglect of those thousands of often lengthy and passionate medical and chemical treatises and pamphlets [on mineral waters in the long 18th century] is surely unwise” (Hamlin 1990)
· These works had a commercial function but also much serious intellectual content
· The idea was to evaluate mineral waters by working out what they were made of (iron, sulphur, salts, etc) and what effect the waters had on patients
· A window onto early-modern chemistry and medicine
· Iatrochemistry = chemical medicine, including the use of minerals (not just plants) as remedies and the use of elaborate equipment to purify medical substances, from 16th century onwards
· Neohumouralism = an 18th-century variant of the ancient idea that fluids or ‘humours’ circulate through the body and that good health consists in a balance of these humours
· The Chemical Revolution = a shift in chemical theory and practice at the end of the 18th century associated with the French chemist Antoine Lavoisier, whose key textbook appeared in 1789
· Compositionism = a trend in 18th-century chemistry towards understanding substances in terms of their components, usually by separating the components out in the lab; related to the Chemical Revolution but not identical to it

