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I awake as radiant sunlight gleams through the Douglas fir trees into my eyes.  I shake off the grogginess as I remember where I am.  Excitedly, I crawl out of my sleeping bag, slip on my sandals, and mosey no more than 50 feet to my wake-up call.  Totally immersed up to my neck in the 98-degree water of the Monster Tub, I take in the magnificent view of the Tye River valley and think to myself, “I’m sure glad I found out about this place.”  The pleasant water has made me relax to the point that I almost don’t notice the two handgun-wielding men and their dog that stride down the wooden stairs and come to a halt directly in front of my soaking pool.  They proceed to tell me that the King County Health Department and Sheriff’s office have ordered the premises closed and that I am to leave immediately.  Nervous about starting an argument with two armed men and a dog, I hastily gather my supplies and head back down to my car, wondering what went wrong.  


A similar incident recently transpired at a favorite soaking spot called Scenic Hot Springs.  Due to violations of county ordinances and objectionable behavior that has occurred there, sheriff’s deputies raided the site and ordered everyone out.  The public is no longer allowed to soak at the springs.  The reasons are many and the issue involves several interested parties, but a consensus must be reached to allow soakers to return to Scenic.

With access located just five minutes west of Stevens Pass on U.S. Highway 2, Scenic has attracted visitors from all over the world for more than 100 years.  The hot springs got their name from an old town called Scenic.  It was the last stop on the Great Northern Railroad before ascending the steep grade to Stevens Pass.  There was once a hotel there that offered soaks in the tubs of warm water fed by the source on the slopes thousands of feet above.  Even the Chinese railroad workers, who were excluded from using the tubs at the hotel, hiked up the steep slope to where the hot water seeped forth from the ground (Online: Holt).  


The hot springs remained in a natural state until sometime in the early 1990s, when a group that dubbed themselves “Friends of Scenic Hot Springs” (FOSHS) started hauling in materials by hand and building pools, stairways, decks, benches and railings (Online: Holt).  The pools have been cemented and lined with blue tarps.  One of the pools, called the Bear Den, is about 106 degrees, while the warmest one, the Lobster Pot, measures in at 115.  On a clear day, one can absorb stunning views of Windy Mountain as it towers above the Tye River Valley.  For those who want to spend more than a few hours there, nine camping spots have been cleared and flattened in the 40-degree slope above.  There is also a central fire pit near the springs, located in a clearing in order to reduce fire hazard.  

Reaching the hot springs requires a quick two-mile ascent up a steep, rugged power line access road. However, if you drive a high clearance four-wheel drive vehicle and are blessed with fair weather, you can skip about three-quarters of the trail.  Scenic, with its close proximity to the city and relatively short required hike, spawned a great deal of publicity in the past few years via guidebooks, newspaper and magazine articles, and the Internet.  Soon people from all over the state were visiting on a regular basis.  

Because the access road is rough, most visitors parked on the shoulder of U.S. Highway 2.  Some were parking perpendicular to the road in small pull-offs.  The Highway Patrol only allowed people to park parallel to the highway, and only for 24 hours (Nelson).  This posed a problem for those who wanted to stay for more than one night.  Also, cars parked on the highway were increasingly being vandalized.  Deputies from the Sheriff’s Department would have to make the 15-minute drive up from Skykomish to investigate, but they began resenting having to be the ones to go check on the hot springs kids.  According to the Skykomish Sheriff’s Department, one irate woman strode into their office earlier this year after finding that her car had been broken into.  They tried to calm her down and assure her that they would take care of it, but she made all sorts of demands about them shutting the place down so that no more vandalism would happen (Beaumont).  Property damage didn’t always happen with such frequency, however.  While there has perhaps been some questionable behavior at the hot springs, generally people have conducted themselves in a proper manner and kept the site pristine.

The sheriff knew that the hot springs were on private property.  Since 1964, they had belonged to Jim Piper of Bainbridge Island and Hal Griffith, Jr., of Mercer Island.  Recently, the land was bequeathed to their sons, Jim Piper and Mike Griffith, and they formed a corporation   called Scenic Springs LLC (Piper; Griffith).  However, deputies found that No Trespassing signs were not posted on the property, and public use was commonplace.  This set the stage perfectly for liability problems.  Complicating matters was the fact that the decking and tubs built by FOSHS violated King County Building and Development Codes (Beaumont).  The makeshift outhouse, about 100 feet away in the woods, definitely did not measure up to standards.  

All this information troubled the sheriff, so he spoke with King County officials about the situation.  He then sent out deputies to track down the owners.  The deputies brought an order from the County Code Enforcement Office that informed the owners that they were to post No Trespassing signs and have the illegal structures removed before they got into more trouble.  Seeing their predicament, the owners gave consent.  They had No Trespassing signs posted immediately.  But, within two weeks the signs were torn down by defiant patrons of the hot springs (Piper).  

The sheriff’s deputies had no choice but to return and enforce the ridiculed law.  

On October 18, Detective Jim Beaumont of the County Sheriff’s Department led deputies to the site and told the soakers that they were to leave, threatening to issue citations to those who wouldn’t comply.  Just over a week later, the owners, armed with chainsaws and sledgehammers, visited Scenic and destroyed the decking, stairways, and railings (Scovell).  Scenic Hot Springs is now no longer available for public use.  Many discussions have stemmed from these actions, including ones that propose solutions so that the public might use Scenic again.  


Some people have argued that we should just let the whole issue drop.  The police and the county have had their way with the owners, and it’s not worth putting up a big fuss, they maintain.  The advantage to this argument is that no undue attention would be drawn to the hot springs, and it may be possible that, many generations from now, the whole issue will have been forgotten and public use of Scenic may slowly be allowed again.  However, if this issue is allowed to slide through the cracks, the general public of this generation may never see access to Scenic again.  The sheriff’s department, the State Patrol, and other officials that are fed up with responding to complaints from Scenic will be delighted that they don’t have to “waste” their time investigating there anymore.  That is, it’s a win-lose situation in the short-term scheme of things.  The authorities win, the soaking public loses.  


Another plan likely passing through many a conniver’s mind is to continue to trespass on the property and evade the law.  After all, the tubs are still intact (only the wooden structures were destroyed), and as long as no one knows, what harm is there?  It’s true.  If no one found out, the intruding soakers would get to use the springs for free.  But the law might eventually catch up with them and they would be punished.  Furthermore, the owners’ privacy rights are still being infringed upon.  A lose-lose situation would present itself, and neither the owners nor the general public would gain any ground.  


Yet others have thought that we should completely forget about Scenic and start visiting the many other hot springs that exist around Washington State.  This way, the public would be able to soak as in times of old, avoiding hassle from landowners and local authorities.  On the other hand, visitors to the more distant hot springs would be forced to spend much more on gasoline costs.  More time would be required to make the trip.  Moreover, through increased popularity, these new sites could eventually become just like Scenic, forcing owners and land managers to close them to the public.  


There is, however, something that can be done to satisfy all parties that are concerned.  The owners have expressed that they are not willing to get involved in any proposal that would allow public use on their land.  But they have shown interest in selling the land to a private party.  If this were to happen, the new owner would then donate the land to the Forest Service and take a large tax break.  An interested group would then form a non-profit corporation (such as FOSHS) and form a concession agreement to manage the land.  The Forest Service has proved to be very agreeable in establishing concessions with profit and non-profit organizations alike.  For instance, ski areas all over the United States make agreements of this sort with them.  The non-profit organization would then apply to the county for the necessary permits to rebuild the decking, railings, stairways and tubs for the public to use once again (Piper).  


Opponents may raise the questions, “Who is going to put up that kind of money to buy the property from the current owner?” and, “Where will the managing organization get the money to apply for the necessary building permits and cover other expenses?”  Past visitors to Scenic from all over the country have expressed interest in donating to the cause.  To some of these people, their investment is worth the cost of the property, if it will help bring Scenic Hot Springs back into public use.  Derek Scovell maintains that there is plenty of donation potential to bring to pass the re-establishment of the springs. 


Critics will also argue that, because the public misused this site in the past, problems will undoubtedly continue if it is reopened.  In the words of Paul Harvey: “Self-government won’t work without self-discipline” (Online: Parks).  However, as part of the concession agreement between the managing organization and the Forest Service, certain measures would be taken to avoid resurfacing of old problems.  For example, a caretaker with authority from the sheriff’s department would be employed to enforce rules such as no drugs and no underage drinking.  This caretaker would be partially supported by fees collected from each user of the facility.  Each user would pay a flat fee, per day, and extra fees would be required for camping.  In order to avoid overcrowding of the area, a capacity limit of 25 or so persons per day would be established.  Because visitors would be spending hours at a time, the site will undoubtedly require toilet facilities.  Installing a self-composting toilet that generates non-toxic fertilizer as an output would satisfy this requirement (Online: Wilson).  


Even if the site itself conforms to county codes, the problem of vandalism of vehicles on the highway will have to be confronted.  Two options exist.  The Department of Transportation is already planning a parking lot on the highway for snowplows in the winter.  An arrangement could be made so that hot springs patrons could use the lot in the non-snow months.  During snow months, the nearby Forest Service trailhead/parking lot for Surprise Lake could be used by those with a Northwest Forest Pass (required for this particular trailhead) (Scovell).  Parking in the lots will greatly reduce vandalism because the lots will be lighted.  Additionally, the power line access road to the springs would be gated; only the Forest Service, Bonneville Power, and the caretakers of the hot springs would have a key.  This will make for a much longer hike for those who are used to driving up the road, but it will also eliminate the possibility of vandalism on the non-lighted road.  


Though the old structures at Scenic violated county codes in the past, new facilities, including a self-composting toilet, will show that the public does have respect for the law.  Many people have blamed Scenic’s present dilemma partly on the younger, rowdier crowd that sometimes caused problems with drugs, alcohol, and vandalism at the springs.  This new program will greatly discourage such crowds due to the required fee, the watchful caretaker, and the increased hike length.  It is time to act.  A win-win situation can be achieved.  A priceless and well-loved resource has been temporarily withdrawn from the public.  The community must come together on this issue.  When that happens plans will materialize and progress will be made towards bringing Scenic back.

Works Cited

Holt, Gordy. Hot springs bathers left high and dry. Lee Rozen. 27 Oct 2001, Seattle Post-Intelligencer. 2 Nov 2001. <http://seattlepi.nwsource.com/local/44434_spring27.shtml>. 

Parks, Neil. Some of Neil's favorite quotations. 19 Oct 2001. 27 Nov 2001. <http://my.en.com/~nparks/quotes.html>

Wilson, Jim. Soak.Net Conferences. James Lang. 31 July 2001, Gus Creek Services. 26 Nov 2001. <http://webboard.soak.net:8080/~1/login>. Conference: Washington, Topic: The Downfall of Scenic Hot Springs 31 July, Post #4/11

Beaumont, Jim. Personal Interview. 17 Oct 2001.

Griffith, Mrs. Hal. Personal Interview. 23 Nov 2001.

Nelson, Trooper. Personal Interview. 16 Oct 2001.

Piper, Jim. Personal Interview. 24 Nov 2001.

Scovell, Derek. Personal Interview. 24 Nov 2001. 

PAGE  
1

