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Alexander Blair working in his Roebling Storehouse office, 19 May 1932. 

 

 

During 1929-1941, Alexander Blair designed, built, and managed the Red Hill Estate of 

John A. Roebling II (1,050 acres 8 miles south of Lake Placid, Florida). On July 28, 1941, 

Roebling donated the estate to Richard Archbold (1907-1976), who founded the Archbold 

Biological Station at the estate. During 1930-1934, Blair also completed the initial 

improvements at the Highlands Hammock Park, Sebring, Florida, for the Roebling family. 

Blair was born and educated in England and he emigrated to the United States in 1919 

where he was employed as a civil engineer in New Jersey until he was hired by Roebling. 

In 1941, Blair retired to Lake Placid, Florida, where he was active in public service. 

 

 

http://www.archbold-station.org/documents/publicationsPDF/ABlair-biography.pdf


 

 

 

Alexander Blair (1877-1975), Curriculum Vitae 
 

Born: October 28, 1877, Cheshire, England.   Died: April 24, 1975, Lake Placid, Florida. 

 

Education: Liverpool Institute & correspondence course in civil engineering 

Employment in England: “rod and chain man” for a civil engineer while keeping up his studies in 

civil engineering 

Military Service: WW1 - British Royal Engineer Corps in England and France 

Married: 1919 to Edith Muriel Smith of Kidderminister, England 

Emigrated: to the United States in 1919 

Employment in U.S.: 

New Jersey Highway Department, Bridge Division 

City Engineer for Westfield, New Jersey until 1927 

Hired in 1929 by John A. Roebling, II as the Red Hill Estate engineer (1929-1941) 

 

Professional Activity: 

American Association of Engineers, Life Member 

American Society of Civil Engineers, Fellow 

Florida Engineering Society, President 

Florida State Board of Engineering Examiners, President 

National Council of State Boards of Engineering Examiners, President 

University of Florida: Centennial Award for College of Engineering, Dean’s Advisory Council, 

long-term member; and Engineering Experiment Station at Gainesville, Formation Committee 

 

Public Service: 

Highland Hammock State Park Advisory Council, President for 35 years, ca 1935-1970 

Sebring Rotary Club, President 1948-49, “Outstanding Member” award 

Sebring Firemen, Inc., Certificate of Appreciation for 25 years of service 

Highlands County, Forest Fire Prevention Board, Certificate of Appreciation for 25 years of service 

American Legion 

American Red Cross 

Highlands County Audubon Society, Charter Member 1966 reorganization 

Environmental Council of Highlands County, Steering Committee member and Board of Directors 

member 

  



Alexander Blair in Highlands County, Florida 
 

Red Hill Estate, 8 miles south of Lake Placid, Highlands County, Florida 
The Red Hill Estate, so-called for the orange sands on the 213-foot hill on the property, was 1,050-acres 

of pristine, frequently-burned, pine-oak forest near the southern end of the Lake Wales Ridge, a major 

topographic feature of peninsular Florida. The property was purchased in 1929-1930 (May 15, 1929 & 

Mar. 30, 1940) by John A. Roebling, II (1867-1972)  < http://www.archbold-

station.org/documents/publicationsPDF/JARoebling2-biography.pdf  >, of Bernardsville, New Jersey, as 

the site of a winter home for his wife Margaret, who had tuberculosis and needed an escape from 

winter’s cold. The tract, 8 miles south of Lake Placid, in Highlands County, Florida, was remote. 

Surface transportation was better by railroad than by highway. No electrical power system existed in the 

area. Therefore onsite electricity was limited to diesel generator power. Water came from an onsite well. 

The estate had to be self-sufficient. 

 

Alexander Blair, resident engineer. During 1929-1941, Alexander Blair was the resident engineer for 

John A. Roebling, II’s, Red Hill Estate < http://www.archbold-

station.org/html/vinfo/albums/RedHillbrochure-1939/index.htm >. Blair designed and constructed; 

fences, roads, a railroad siding, drainage facilities, electric power (diesel generator) and lighting, water 

supply, several temporary wooden construction buildings, 6 poured-concrete buildings < 

http://www.archbold-station.org/html/linkpgs/buildings.html >, and a 75,000-gallon water-storage tank. 

 

The Red Hill papers. After Blair’s death in 1975, a virtually complete collection of Red Hill Estate 

correspondence, invoices, sketches, drawings, and calculations was transferred from Blair’s Lake Placid 

house to the Archives at Archbold Biological Station. These Red Hill papers were immediately 

transferred to archival file folders and stored in a metal file cabinet in an air-conditioned room, but they 

have never been completely Xeroxed or microfilmed. The Red Hill papers, in combination with the Red 

Hill photographs (see below), probably represent a major historical archive for the history of American 

engineering and construction. 

The Red Hill photographs. Alexander Blair assembled a remarkable collection of more than 500 

photographs documenting all aspects of the Red Hill Estate construction project. A cursory review 

(2006) of the many documents concerning the construction of the Red Hill Estate (The Red Hill papers) 

did not produce any evidence that a commercial photographer was hired to do all these photographs, 

therefore the conclusion is that Alexander Blair may have done, or closely supervised, the photography. 

There is evidence in the Red Hill Papers that facilities existed at the Estate to produce prints when 

needed. These Red Hill photographs were probably used to document the progress of the construction 

project for John A. Roebling, II, who was living in Bernardsville, New Jersey. The negatives were either 

8x10 or 7x16 inches; therefore the contact prints from these negatives are remarkable for their sharpness 

and detail. The negatives/ photographs are numbered, labeled, and cataloged in a typewritten list. 

Virtually all the negatives and many original contact prints are in the Archbold Biological Station 

Archives. Only a few of the photographs have been published, as in Blair’s Red Bill brochure of 1939 < 

< http://www.archbold-station.org/html/vinfo/albums/RedHillbrochure-1939/index.htm >.  Some of the 

original negatives were used to make prints for a now and then exhibit (in the Station’s Annex 

auditorium) of vegetation changes on the Red Hill property for the 50
th

 Anniversary (1991) of the 

founding of Archbold Biological Station. Recently a few of the original contact prints have been 

scanned and published on the Station’s Web site < http://www.archbold-

station.org/html/linkpgs/robarchlegacy.html  > and 

< http://www.archbold-station.org/assets/images/building_history/RedHill-storehouse-03-700.jpg  > and 

< http://www.archbold-station.org/assets/images/building_history/RedHill-plaza-19351107-584-5x10-

labelled-700.jpg 

 >. However, this large collection of photographs has never been analyzed critically for a history of the 

construction of the Red Hill Estate. 
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Designing the Red Hill Storehouse, the design template for all the Red Hill Estate buildings. The major 

influences on the design of the Red Hill Storehouse were; railroad access, natural light, and hurricane-

force winds. Other factor influencing the design of the estate buildings included the risks of; fire from 

the surrounding pine-oak-palmetto landscape, termite attacks on wooden structures, and mold and 

mildew in still, humid sub-tropical air. A cursory review (2006) of the Red Hill papers (Storehouse 

Design folder) revealed some aspects of the design process. a) Blair apparently visited (Dec. 17, 1929) a 

railroad storehouse of the Atlantic Coast Line Railroad in Jacksonville, Florida, to obtain measurements 

to ensure that the Red Hill Storehouse would be compatible with the loading and unloading of railroad 

boxcars. The dimensions of the storehouse units, 40 feet square with a central door on the side walls and 

elevated above grade, match exactly the dimensions of a string of railroad boxcars lined up along the 

long wall of the storehouse. b) The saw tooth roof design was dictated by the need for natural light 

inside the building, which did not have windows in the outside walls. c) Two recent (at the time) major 

hurricanes (1926-Miami, 1928-Lake Okeechobee) caused great structural damage and loss of human life 

in southern Florida. Therefore, hurricane wind force was a major calculation in the design and structure 

of the storehouse roof. d) Blair also used existing published warehouse design details for the Red Hill 

Storehouse. e) As Blair corresponded with manufacturers of steel trusses, windows, and other building 

elements, the storehouse design was refined based on manufacturer’s recommendations, especially 

concerning ventilation and maximizing natural light inside the storehouse. It is also possible that the 

details of copper soffits and gutters influenced the ultimate design details of the Red Hill estate 

buildings. f) Blair noted, in December 1929, the use of coquina stucco on a building “14 miles west of 

Orlando.” 

 And there was the influence of John A. Roebling, II, himself a civil engineering graduate (1888) of 

Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, Troy, New York < http://www.archbold-

station.org/documents/publicationsPDF/JARoebling2-biography.pdf  >. 

Personal communications from Richard Archbold (1907-1976) and James N. Layne (1926-), first 

Research Director of the Archbold Biological Station (and those comments were based on conversations 

with Alexander Blair), indicated that Roebling  wanted to build an enduring set of estate buildings, “like 

the castles on the Rhine.” The history of reoccurring structural fires in wooden buildings at the Roebling 

wire mills in Trenton, New Jersey, demonstrated the necessity of masonry construction at the Roebling 

Red Hill Estate (Zink and Hartman 1992). And one drawing (Oct. 1929) by Alexander Blair from the 

Red Hill papers indicates that Roebling himself selected, from several drawings, the building’s existing 

saw tooth roof design.  But beyond these few clues, we can only speculate about John A. Roebling’s 

influences on the design of the Red Hill Estate, except to wonder if the Red Hill Estate was John A. 

Roebling’s contribution to the Roebling family legacy of building enduring structures (his father built 

the Brooklyn Bridge). 

 

Environmental monitoring at the Red Hill Estate. During 1929-1941, Blair: a) compiled daily records 

for temperature, rainfall, humidity, and wind direction and speed, at the main grounds of the estate  

< http://www.archbold-station.org/html/datapub/pub/biennial/1995/weatherstation.htm >;  b) made 

extensive records of timber on the 1,050-acre property including mapping pine trees killed by 

lightening; c) took regular water-level measurements at nearby Lake Annie; and d) compiled a database 

of woods fires in the area including mapping several large wildfires. Thus, Blair set the groundwork for 

the long-term environmental monitoring program at the site that continued after the estate became the 

Archbold Biological Station in 1941 < http://www.archbold-station.org/html/aboutus/history.html >. 

 

Life after the Red Hill Estate. Alexander Blair was 63 years old when John A. Roebling, II, deeded the 

Red Hill Estate to Richard Archbold on July 28, 1941. There is a gap in the Red Hill Estate 

climatological records between July and October 1941. The October records are in Richard Archbold’s 

handwriting. This may indicate that Blair was not at Red Hill after July 1941. Perhaps he had retired to 

his house on the north shore of nearby Lake Huntley, in Lake Placid, Florida, where he lived until his 

death in 1975. After his Red Hill time, Blair was very active in local service organizations (see Public 

Service above), and was the long-time (35 years, 1935-1970) President of the Highlands Hammock State 
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Park Advisory Council. 

Richard Archbold arrived at Red Hill in February, 1941, and immediately began renovations 

converting the Roebling Storehouse into a biological field station (Rand 1942). No records exist (but 

one, see below) to document any interactions between newly-arrived Richard Archbold and Alexander 

Blair. However, personal comments by Richard Archbold, and James N. Layne, first Research Director 

of Archbold Biological Station, about the details of the Red Hill Estate seemed to indicate that 

considerable information about Red Hill Estate was transferred verbally from Blair to Archbold and 

Layne. A copy of botanist John Kunkle Small’s early classic (1929) of Florida conservation literature, 

“From Eden to Sahara; Florida’s tragedy,” is in the Station’s library and the book is inscribed, “Mr. 

Richard Archbold, with best wishes from Alexander Blair, Feb. 1944.” Perhaps this is indicative of a 

transfer of a conservation ethic from Blair to Archbold. Soon thereafter, in the mid-1940s, when interest 

was developing to preserve the remaining cypress tree forest in southwestern Florida, Richard Archbold 

did some surveys of the Big Cypress Strand for the National Audubon Society (NAS). Portions of this 

strand became the NAS Corkscrew Swamp Preserve. 

 

Highlands Hammock State Park, Sebring, Florida 
In 1930, Margaret Shippen Roebling (Mrs. John A. Roebling) donated $50,000 to Tropical Florida Parks 

Association, a local preservation organization, for the purchase of the 500-acre pristine Hooker 

Hammock near Sebring, Florida. Mrs. Roebling died in October 1931 and her husband John A. 

Roebling, II, assigned his Red Hill Estate engineer Alexander Blair as the engineer responsible for the 

development of the tract. During 1930-34, the “Roebling era” of the park’s management, the Roebling 

family spent $300,000 on the park. Blair was responsible for the design and construction of the park’s 

fences, roads, bridges, and water-control structures < http://www.archbold-

station.org/html/linkpgs/robarchlegacy.html >. The dedication of Highlands Hammock Park on March 

15, 1932, marked the official transfer of property title from the donor Margaret Roebling to Highlands 

Hammock, Inc., whose directors included Alexander Blair and Donald Roebling (son of JAR2 and 

Margaret) of Clearwater, Florida.  Early in 1935 the park was donated to the State of Florida as the first 

operating state park in Florida and with a $25,000 endowment from John A. Roebling for maintenance. 

Development of the park’s facilities continued during the CCC (Civilian Conservation Corps) era, June 

1934-November 30, 1941, with renewed construction of buildings, fences, roads, bridges, and water-

control structures < http://www.floridastateparks.org/history/parkhistory.cfm?parkid=129 >. 
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