
Origins of the Chalybeate water of the Beulah Spa 

 

The word ‘chalybeate’ is derived from the Latin word for steel, ‘chalybs’. 

 

Early in the 17th century, chalybeate water was said to have health-giving properties and 

many people promoted its qualities. Dudley North, 3rd Baron North discovered the 

chalybeate spring at Tunbridge Wells in 1606 and his physician claimed that the waters 

contained ‘vitriol’ and the waters of Tunbridge Wells could cure: 

‘the colic, the melancholy, and the vapours; it made the lean fat, the fat lean; it killed 
flat worms in the belly, loosened the clammy humours of the body, and dried the 
over-moist brain.’ 

He also apparently said, in verse: 

‘These waters youth in age renew 

Strength to the weak and sickly add 

Give the pale cheek a rosy hue 

And cheerful spirits to the sad.’ 

 

(wikipedia.org/wiki/Chalybeate, 2017). 

Norwood Geology 

The sands and gravels that top the Norwood 

ridge are of uncertain age and origin.  They 

are remnants of a more extensive sheet of 

sands and gravel at one time though to be of 

glacial origin but containing no glacial 

material.  They are permeable allowing rain 

falling on them to pass through. 

Below these sands and gravels are the 

Claygate Beds are a mixture of sands, 

gravels and clay.  They are semi-permeable 

and also allow water to pass through. 

Beneath these two layers is the London Clay, 

a stiff, impermeable blue-grey clay, the colour 

resulting from the presence of sulphide of iron 

which oxidises near the surface turning the 

clay brown with ferric hydrate.  When the 

groundwater seeping through the overlying 

beds meets the impermeable London Clay it 

seeks a route along the boundary between 

the Claygate Beds and the London Clay until 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dudley_North,_3rd_Baron_North
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Tunbridge_Wells
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vitriol


it reaches the surface where it appears as a spring.  During the journey to the surface the 

ground water picks up dissolved minerals, chiefly iron salts and sulphates from the 

breakdown of pyrite in the clay, often becoming highly charged with such minerals. (Davies, 

1939). 

 

 

Interestingly the water may also be contaminated with human remains in the All Saints 

church yard. 



 

(Survey). 

 

SPA 

The word ‘spa’ is derived from a Walloon word, ‘espa’, meaning ‘fountain’.  It takes its origin 

from the town of Spa south west of Liege.  The term ‘spa’ has acquired the meaning not 

only of a locality frequented on account of its mineral springs, but also of a mineral spring 

itself.   

The strength of the London aperients waters was not great and it was necessary to take 

most of them in such large quantities in order to produce the desired action that the 

treatment must have been somewhat irksome, and may account for the comparatively short 

period of years during which they were held in esteem.  However fashion was the greater 

arbiter in deciding the life of the various London spas and by the end of the eighteenth 

century the palmy days of the majority of London spas were over. The fashion for sea 

bathing and sea-water drinking also diverted attention from the pursuit of health at the spas.   

The spa waters were usually taken warm.   

Beulah Spa was the last of the springs in the environs of London to be inaugurated as a 

spa.   

(Sunderland, 1915).   



 

Analysis of the water 

 

Beulah Spa 

Sulphate of magnesia  61.35    Epsom salt 

Chloride of sodium   17.74   Common salt 

Muriate of magnesia    9.28   Magnesium chloride 

Carbonate of lime     7.80   Calcium carbonate, chalk 

Carbonate of soda     1.90 

    

   Total   98.07 
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Salt composed of sodium & 

bicarbonate 


