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1845-1900

From salt lick to health resort
 

	


Once the state gave up its attempts to mine salt near the mineral springs in French Lick, it sold 1,500 acres to Dr. William A. Bowles. Bowles opened the first hotel in 1845. A hotel has been located on the site ever since.

 

Bowles died in 1873, and his hotel was sold at sheriff’s sale in 1880 to settle his disputed estate. Paoli residents Hiram Wells and James Andrews bought the hotel, made numerous improvements, and expanded the customer base. In 1887, they sold the hotel to a Louisville syndicate, which again made extensive improvements that transformed it from a summer place to a year-round resort.  That year, the Louisville, New Albany, and Chicago Railroad (better know as the Monon) completed its line to the area

In 1901, a partnership that included Monon Railroad President W. M. McDoel, Terre Haute brewery owner Crawford Fairbanks, quarry owner Col. Livingston T. Dickason, and politician and hotelier Thomas Taggart purchased the French Lick Springs Hotel. A tragic fire in 1901 at the West Baden Springs Hotel meant more business for the rival French Lick and its new owners spent over $200,000 on improvements, reconstructing and enlarging the front wing and facing it with the trademark buff colored “French Lick brick” in a design by architect William Homer Floyd.

 

In 1905, Thomas Taggart bought out his partners. Over the next 20 years, he steadily expanded the hotel, adding six-story wings to the south, west and north. He built pavilions to shelter the Pluto, Proserpine, and Bowles Springs, a new bath building (site of the current spa), and a large convention hall with many smaller meeting rooms. In addition running the hotel, Taggart brought electricity, a water system, and a trolley line to the town while remaining active in state and national politics. 

 

An Irish immigrant, Taggart rose from lowly positions in the restaurant trade to running eateries in the new Union Station in Indianapolis and success in politics. Taggart served as a three-term mayor of Indianapolis, a U.S. Senator, and national chairman of the Democratic Party. In the 1890s, Taggart bought his first hotel, the Grand in Indianapolis, which became a gathering place for local and visiting politicians. He remained a force in national Democratic politics until his death in 1929.

 

Along with the waters and the appeal of getting away from it all to relax and de-stress, Taggart’s charisma and marketing savvy drew an elite clientele to the resort. The names of famous guests from all walks of life fills pages, including Joe and Rose Kennedy, Harry Truman, Richard Nixon, the Reagans, John Barrymore, Bing Crosby and Bob Hope, Howard Hughes and Lana Turner, Hoagy Carmichael, Duke Ellington, and Louis Armstrong. When the first Mrs. John Jacob Astor IV wanted to flee New York and the publicity surrounding her divorce in 1909, she came to French Lick. The Astors were among the wealthiest people in the nation and, as owners of the Waldorf Astoria and other grand hotels, discriminating consumers. 

Until the expansion of the front wing and the addition of the veranda, the hotel’s main entrance was in the Beaux Arts-style structure section known as the Pluto Bar, where guests could take a dose of Pluto Water upon entering the hotel. The luxurious Pluto Bar paid homage to the hotel’s own brand of mineral water, named for the god of the underworld since the mineral waters sprang from underground sources. Bottled and sold throughout the world, the beverage carried the slogan “when Nature won’t, Pluto will,” a reference to the water’s powerful laxative properties.  

 

Folks would come for the spring or fall “Watering Season”, and many would come for both. Hotel staff physicians would prescribe a regimen of drinking the water, taking walks, and diet for each “Patient.”  French Lick offered three springs, Bowles (Later named Lithia), Pluto, and Proserpine. In 1903, sales of Pluto water exceeded $52,000.  The sale of such a product all over the nation was a tonic for the hotel, as well as the users.  Each bottle sold was worth its weight in “advertising gold.”

 

When Thomas Taggart bought the resort, golf was a relatively new sport in America. He hired Thomas Bendelow to design the nine-hole the Valley Course, which opened in 1907 and was expanded to 18 holes by 1910. Its clubhouse was built c.1915.
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 1901-1946 

The Taggart era, Part II

 

	


Thomas Taggart’s son Tom supervised two of the major hotel additions. A Yale graduate in philosophy, he began his hotel education by working in the storeroom, “learning the business from the ground up.” In 1912, with his father, absorbed in his many and varied political and business activities, young Tom assumed the day-to-day management of the hotel.

 

By 1919 business was booming as over 450 railroad carloads of Pluto Water were shipped in a year, and sales reached $1,249,401.08. A substantial part of Taggart’s income could now be traced to the sale of Pluto Water. Pluto Water was sold over drugstore counters around the world and took first prize at the Worlds Fair in Paris. In 1948, the Pluto operation became separate entity; production ceased in 1971 after one of the naturally occurring elements in Pluto Water, Lithium, came into use as a drug treatment of bipolar disorder and was classified as a controlled substance. The current Pluto Corporation, which includes the 1913 bottling plant across from the hotel on IN56, bottles household chemicals and manufactures plastic containers. 

 

As golf grew more popular, the Taggarts added a second course in 1920 two miles from the resort.  Designed by the famed Donald Ross, the Hill Course hosted the PGA Championship in 1924, won by Walter Hagen. Golf became a significant and sustained draw for the resort
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The last wing added by the Taggart family opened in 1925. Called the Convention Hall, it became an unofficial Democratic Party headquarters: it was here that Franklin Roosevelt rounded up support at a Democratic governor's conference for his party's presidential nomination in 1931.  FDR’s formal nomination as the Democratic candidate for President came one year later at the National Convention held in Chicago. Although involved in the state and national Democratic Party leadership, young Tom did not equal his father as a commanding and charismatic powerbroker. Tom Taggart sold the French Lick Springs Hotel in 1946 for a reported $4 million; he died in 1949. 

 West Baden

1901-1902 
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Creating “The Eighth Wonder of the World” 

 

	


While French Lick claims the first hotel in the area, built in 1832, the town of Mile Lick—a mile north of the giant salt lick and springs in French Lick—also possessed mineral springs and capitalized on the attraction by 1855, when the first hotel was built there. Mile Lick was renamed West Baden, which offered a more sophisticated connection to the famous spa in Europe.

 

In 1888, Lee W. Sinclair acquired controlling interest in the West Baden Springs Hotel. All the guests escaped harm when a fire destroyed the structure in less than two hours in June 1901. On the ashes, Sinclair built the hotel of his dreams centered on a circular building, topped by the world’s largest dome and decorated like the grandest spas of Europe. Architect Harrison Albright of West Virginia accepted Sinclair’s challenge—considered impossible by most in the architectural community—to design and complete the grandiose building within a year.

 

In September 1902, the wondrous new hotel opened, with advertisements and press calling it the “Eighth Wonder of the World.” The hotel offered golf on two courses, horseback riding, billiards, bowling, baseball, swimming, hiking on scenic trails, bicycling, a moving picture theater and opera house, and more. Ads touted the resort’s mineral baths and Sprudel waters as broad-spectrum cures. Birds flew from palm to palm in the domed atrium (100 feet tall and 600 feet in circumference).

 

West Baden Springs was a perennial vacation spot for the great and near-great during the first three decades of the twentieth century. Guests included the Studebakers and other captains of industry, prizefighter John L. Sullivan and other noted sports figures. Entire professional baseball teams held spring training at the resort. Political luminaries came from nearby and far away, including New York governor and presidential candidate Alfred E. Smith. Gangsters “Diamond Jim” Brady and Al Capone also spent time at the resort.
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After Sinclair died in 1916, his daughter Lillian and her husband completed a massive renovation project begun in 1913. Her changes transformed the atrium into what she called the Pompeian Court, with marble wainscoting and an elaborate marble mosaic-tiled floor, classical statuary, decorative painting and gilded details. Overextended by the renovation, Lillian Sinclair in 1923 sold the hotel to Ed Ballard for one million dollars. Ballard, who began as a bowling alley worker in the hotel, had made his fortune operating classy gambling establishments in the area.  

 

When the rise of the automobile and the burgeoning resorts in Florida began drawing wealthy vacationers away from the West Baden Springs Hotel, Ballard made up the loss by aggressively promoting the hotel to conventioneers and trade exhibitions. 
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1930-1984  

Great Depression ushers in college era

 

	


When the stock market crashed in 1929, many guests witnessed the event in a brokerage firm’s offices in the hotel. The resort emptied of guests almost overnight. Ballard’s valiant efforts could not keep the hotel afloat. He closed the place in June 1932, and in 1934 he sold it to the Jesuits for one dollar. 

 

To transform the hotel for use as a seminary, the Jesuits removed many of its elegant appointments and eventually dismantled the building’s four Moorish towers rather than invest in their repair. Known as West Baden College, the seminary operated until June 1964 when declining enrollment led the Jesuits to close the facility. 

 

In 1966, the Jesuits sold West Baden to a Michigan couple who donated it to Northwood Institute, a private college based in Midland, Michigan. Northwood operated a satellite campus on the property until 1983, offering degrees in several subjects and being particularly noted for its culinary arts program.

 

1985-1995

Post-college years bring vacancy and deterioration 
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After Northwood Institute closed and sold the campus in 1985 to a real estate development firm, West Baden Springs began its long slide into deterioration. The firm went bankrupt and the neglected, vacant hotel became tangled in years of litigation in a Los Angeles federal bankruptcy court. 

 

In spite of its condition, the hotel won National Historic Landmark status in 1987.

The elements and lack of maintenance and repair took their tolls. The property was closed to the public in 1989 for safety reasons and in January 1991, a six-story section of the exterior wall collapsed. 
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Following the collapse, Indiana Landmarks led a coalition with two goals: stabilize the hotel to preserve its redevelopment potential, and attract an owner capable of restoring the property for a new use. In 1992, Indiana Landmarks won permission from the bankruptcy court to stabilize the hotel in the area where the collapse occurred and in other vulnerable spots. A portion of the unrecoverable $140,000 cost came from an anonymous donor. 

 

In May 1994, the Los Angeles bankruptcy court receiver sold the hotel for $500,000 to Minnesota Investment Partners which hoped to win a casino license. Unsuccessful in its lobbying campaign, the firm listed the hotel for sale for $800,000.
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Worried that the nationally significant landmark could not withstand another winter without investment in the building, HLFI West Baden, Inc., a subsidiary of Indiana Landmarks, bought the property for $250,000 in July 1996. An anonymous donor contributed the purchase price. 

 

A corporate benefactor, Cook Group Incorporated of Bloomington, Indiana immediately began a partial restoration to make the property more attractive for redevelopment. Initially committed to spending $12-14 million on the property, Bill and Gayle Cook and their companies eventually tallied $32 million on the Phase I restoration (1996- 1999), and millions more in annual maintenance. 
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The Cooks restored the exteriors of the hotel and all outbuildings, including the double-arched entrance gate, Bowling and Billiard Hall, Apollo and Hygeia springs pavilions, stable and garage building, power plant, gazebo and observatory. On the interior, the Cooks returned the 100’x200’ domed atrium, lobby, and dining room to their original elegance. The Cook team also restored the esplanaded entrance boulevard, the sunken garden, and the grounds, all of which had been overtaken by nature. Architect George Ridgway designed the restoration, with Pritchett Brothers serving as the primary Phase I restoration contractor.

 

	2000-present

Nothing but blue skies from now on
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Indiana Landmarks found no success in its campaign to sell the half-restored West Baden Springs Hotel: developers deemed the landmark too large, too remote, too odd for hotel or any other use. A gambling license for the area appeared to be the property’s only hope for renewed economic life. A majority of the county’s residents favored the arrival of a casino in order to save the two historic hotels. Older locals also recalled that gambling casinos had been factor in the area’s success in the first half of the twentieth century. 

 

State Representative Jerry Denbo led campaign for a gaming license in the legislature, backed by the Cooks, Indiana Landmarks and a group of citizen lobbyists known as “The Orange Shirts” for their t-shirts bearing the slogan “Save French Lick and West Baden Springs” worn during their frequent appearances over several years in the State House. The Indiana legislature approved a casino for the area in 2003. 

 

The Indiana Gaming Commission in 2005 awarded the casino contract to Blue Sky, LLC, a joint venture of CFC (a Cook subsidiary) and Lauth Property Group of Indianapolis. The partnership’s contract with the IGC pledged the restoration of both historic hotels in addition to the construction of a casino. Indiana Landmarks' subsidiary HLFI West Baden, Inc. sold the West Baden Springs Hotel to a Cook subsidiary in 2006 for $5, with credit for the millions the Cook family had already invested in its restoration. 
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Led by Carl Cook, with George Ridgway as supervising architect, the Cook family completed the West Baden Springs Hotel restoration it had begun with Indiana Landmarks ten years earlier. The hotel opened in May 2007, offering overnight accommodations for the first time since 1932. Immediately, the restoration and preservation achievement began winning national awards. 

 

An early, unsubstantiated claim gave West Baden Springs 708 guest rooms; the restoration team put the count at 508 in 1996.  When the hotel reopened as a high-end resort in 2007, it offered 246 rooms, enlarged to meet modern expectations. (The original very small rooms satisfied wealthy visitors before queen-sized beds and television, when little time was spent in the rooms). 
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New features include a porte cochere that extends across the drive on the hotel’s west façade, additional elevators, and a new pool and spa building that is a faithful replica of the property’s long-lost natatorium. A new 18-hole golf course on the hill above West Baden Springs, designed by Pete Dye, will open in 2009 with Mt. Airie, the historic Taggart mansion, as the course clubhouse. 

 

Indiana Landmarks continues to offer guided tours  of the West Baden Springs Hotel, a program begun in 1996 with the assistance of local volunteers. It’s a place that must be experienced in person to be fully appreciated.


