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It used to be that Victoria was known as the destination for "the newly wed and the nearly dead," but now the dowager queen has become hip and you are just as likely to find Thai bistros and jogging paths as well as old fish and chip stands in the capital. Harrison Hot Springs used to share the same reputation, but a recent visit shows that the small Fraser Valley resort has also changed its tune--during the summer, at least, when school is out--and the result is a most pleasant surprise.

Between May and September, when the sun shines and Vancouver families are looking for a convenient getaway, Harrison Hot Springs Resort, which towers over the village, is a happening place thanks to its new emphasis on family fun. Their Get Wet package combines fun on the lake with relaxation around the pools and opportunities to explore nearby attractions, all for one package price. Even Grandma would be happy because the main attraction still remains the hotel's famous mineral pools that have lured vacationers for decades (except that these days there are five pools to choose from, one for all age groups) and if you don't want to splash with the kids, you can doze around the adult pool and pretend you're in Hawaii. It's not just families though; the newly wed aspect of Harrison still pertains, as couples make up a portion of those lounging in the sparkling waters.

Harrison's famous hot springs have always attracted visitors. The original St. Alice Hotel was built in 1886, destroyed by fire in 1920 and replaced in 1925 by the existing Harrison Hotel. Guests travelled from the coast by riverboat or train and coach from nearby Agassiz station. During the war years of the 1940s, the hotel became a sanitarium and then was restored to its original purpose, drawing guests in growing numbers from the entire Pacific Northwest. In 1988, a tower was added followed by the expansion to the three outdoor and two indoor mineral pools and major upgrades to the entire facility and then the Healing Springs Spa. Today, the resort and town are a mere 90 minutes by car from downtown Vancouver but still a world away; the lake and surrounding mountains give it an alpine feel.

These days, due to the American economy, U.S. travellers are down somewhat in numbers but overall the hotel and village of Harrison are even busier thanks to the wide variety of attractions. Boat rentals are available on the lake for water skiing and fishing, and the sand castles still brings out the crowds. There are also self-guided country driving tours to nearby antique stores and farms, bike rentals, jogging paths and several golf courses. But it's still the mineral pools that attract.

Each of the hotel's three outdoor pools is completely different. The hot springs themselves are located a few hundred metres to the west, along the shoreline, and you can walk to the source if you want by following a nice broad path. The springs are boiling hot, and the water is piped to the resort and cooled down along the way to a luxurious temperature. The resort's adult pool (no kids allowed) is the hottest; you simply sit and bask. The kid's pool is a bit cooler, and the lap pool perfect for swimming. 
Two indoor pools are hotter and more popular in the winter months, starting in September when the school crowd disappears and the elderly start to arrive. Those seeking relief from arthritis and other aches and pains gave the town its former reputation, but in summer the only attraction that maintains the town's former reputation as a magnet for the aged is the hotel's remarkable Copper Room, a bizarre manifestation of the 1950s that hasn't changed a hair since Elvis was in ducktails.

It's always dress up time in the hotel's formal dining room, perhaps the only place left in North America where little girls wear party dresses and dance with fathers wearing suits, twisting to the sounds of the Jones Boys, an ancient trio whose trademark tunes are old Beatles and Sinatra hits.

The resort's modestly priced Get Wet Family Package ($558 for two adults, two children for two nights) runs Sunday through Thursday June 28 to Sept. 3. Go to http://www.harrisonresort.com/ for more details.

