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The early morning mist lifts over the pine trees and oak shrubs
as you make the turn off Old State Road 8, south of Lake Placid,
and start down the driveway to Archbold Biological Station.
You are entering the ancient world of the Florida scrub, one

ARCHBOLD BIOLO
the half-mile drive you turn left and facing you, completely
unexpected, is a long magnificent building, reminiscent of
a bygone era and with the appearance of a former railroad
station (which it was not). Groups of busy scientists and
students head out for the day’s fieldwork with insect nets,
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of North America’s most threatened ecosystems. At the end of

VING FLORIDA TREASURE

meter sticks, binoculars, laptops,
GPS units, and other high tech
instruments in hand. You have
arrived at Archbold Biological

LOGICAL STATION
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Station, one of the world’s great ecological
field stations, a place renowned for its
pristine lands, wonderful facilities and
substantial endowment. How did this all
come together? And, why here, in the
remote heart of south-central Florida?
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AN ENDURING AND EVOLVING FLORIDA TREASURE

John A. Roebling II
purchased 1,058
acres of pristine
land in southern
Highlands County.
BLAIR

On the property,

ALEXANDER

known as the Red
Hill for its orangeRed Hill Estate,

colored sands, he

November 1935
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a self-sufﬁcient
country estate that
would preserve the
natural beauty and
character of the
surrounding area.

JOHN A. ROEBLING II

storage bays, and was built along a railroad siding adjacent
to the railroad track that formed the property’s west boundary. Across the plaza from the storehouse was a one-story
garage constructed in stages. The generator building on the
north side of the plaza provided electrical power via a diesel
generator. The pump house south of the plaza contained
the deep-well that supplied potable water.
These buildings were designed as the support facilities
for a Red Hill mansion that was never constructed because
of the death of Roebling’s wife. John Roebling remarried
and, in 1935, decided to sell the Red Hill Estate or to donate the property to a government agency or not-for-profit
organization. There was little interest. Ultimately, only another wealthy man, who could afford to maintain such an
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REED BOWMAN

The answer lies back in 1929 when John A. Roebling II,
whose grandfather, John A. Roebling was the designing
engineer of the Brooklyn Bridge, purchased 1,058 acres of
pristine land in southern Highlands County. On the property, known as the Red Hill for its orange-colored sands, he
planned to build a self-sufficient country estate that would
preserve the natural beauty and character of the surrounding area. His wife, Margaret Shippen Roebling, who suffered
from tuberculosis and needed to spend her winters in a warm
climate, was the driving force behind the establishment of
the Red Hill Estate. She was a student of botany and a supporter of preserving wilderness areas.
From 1930 to 1935, Roebling continued the family tradition of building enduring structures with the construction of
six concrete buildings on the site. Using excellent materials
and superior construction practices, his engineer Alexander
Blair supervised the building of a storehouse, garages, generator house, pump house, water treatment plant, explosives
storehouse and a steel water storage tank. These extraordinary Roebling buildings, in the Industrial Vernacular design,
with pigmented coquina stucco, are soundly built of poured
concrete, with steel girders supporting concrete roofs, and
bronze and copper doors, windows, and other exterior fixtures. The imposing Storehouse is the largest of the buildings.
It included a two-story residence and seven workshops and

COURTESY RENNSELAR POLYTECH, ROEBLING COLLECTIONS

ROEBLING’S RED HILL ESTATE

planned to build

RICHARD WAGNER

In 1941, John’s
son, Donald
Roebling,
facilitated the
donation of the
Red Hill Estate
to his school
friend, Richard
Archbold.

RICHARD ARCHBOLD

REED BOWMAN

RICHARD ARCHBOLD, AVIATOR AND EXPLORER,
RECOGNIZED THE VALUE OF THE ROEBLING
RED HILL ESTATE FOR ECOLOGICAL RESEARCH.
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AN ENDURING AND EVOLVING FLORIDA TREASURE

THE STATION’S PROGRAM IS PART OF
A GLOBAL EFFORT TO UNDERSTAND,
INTERPRET, AND PRESERVE THE
EARTH’S NATURAL DIVERSITY.

enterprise in remote, rural Florida, was willing to assume
the responsibilities. In 1941, John’s son, Donald Roebling,
facilitated the donation of the Red Hill Estate to his school
friend, Richard Archbold.

BLENDING OF WEALTH
Richard Archbold, a world famous aviator and explorer, was
the grandson of John Dustin Archbold who headed Standard Oil of New Jersey for John D. Rockefeller. As a young
man, Richard Archbold organized and funded Archbold
Expeditions, a not-for-profit organization affiliated with the
American Museum of Natural History. During 1933–1939,
he led three biological expeditions to the interior of New
Guinea. These expeditions are still famous for their broad
scope, meticulous organization, and extensive contributions
to science. Drawing from his experiences on his family’s
plantation near Thomasville, Georgia, and on his later expeditions, Richard Archbold recognized the great value of the
Roebling Red Hill Estate for ecological research, particularly
the surrounding lands and substantial buildings. In 1941 he
established the Archbold Biological Station on the property
donated by John Roebling, supplying both annual funding
through Archbold Expeditions and long-term leadership as
the Resident Manager.
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ESTABLISHMENT OF ARCHBOLD
BIOLOGICAL STATION
Richard Archbold quickly converted the Storehouse or, as it
became known, the Main Building, into laboratories, offices,
and a library, and added a porch, dining room and additional
cottage housing for visiting scientists. These, and other improvements, did not modify the major historical features of
the buildings, and the structures have been well-maintained.
Today the bronze windows, doors, and other fittings are all
still fully functional, and other Roebling-era constructions
are in daily operation.

A ONE MILLION YEAR OLD
LANDSCAPE
The original Roebling buildings were embedded in a pineoak forest at the southern end of the Lake Wales Ridge
(LWR), an ancient sandy dune system running north-south
like a 110-mile backbone through central Florida. With an
ecological history dating back at least one million years, the
LWR supports imperiled Florida scrub and sandhill plant
communities, which together harbor many of the state’s
rarest plants and animals, some found nowhere else on
earth. Richard Archbold added considerably to the Station’s
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now – 8,841 acres. With the continuing loss of LWR habitat
to development and agriculture, the Station’s lands, a significant regional preserve, have now become a precious
resource of international conservation importance.

A 66-YEAR LEGACY OF
ECOLOGICAL RESEARCH

THROUGH BLENDING OF
THE GREAT WEALTH AND
VISION OF THE ARCHBOLD
AND ROEBLING FAMILIES,
WHAT WAS ORIGINALLY
CONCEIVED AS A WINTER
ESTATE HAS BECOME
ONE OF THE NATION’S
PREMIER ECOLOGICAL
RESEARCH FACILITIES.

Fred Lohrer is the Librarian at Archbold Biological Station
and Hilary Swain its Executive Director.

PEDRO QUINTANA-ASCENCIO

The ecological value of the Archbold Biological Station lands
and the superb facilities have attracted a growing community of scientists interested in long-term ecological research.
Central themes include a growing understanding of the vital
ecological role of fire and the need for prescribed burning in the maintenance of Florida plant communities, and
long-term population studies of native plants and animals,
especially scrub endemics such as the Florida scrub-jay.
Richard Archbold died in 1976 and left his personal wealth
to supply core funding for the Station. To this day, his support of the work of staff and visiting scientists and students
from around the world continues. His sister, Frances Hufty,
and her family, serve on the Board of Trustees of Archbold
Expeditions, nurturing the Station’s research, conservation,

and education mission. Archbold research has had considerable effects on Florida’s conservation efforts by guiding
public acquisition and management of the last remnants of
LWR scrub and sandhill. The Station offers environmental
education for K-12 students from Highlands County and
surrounding areas, and provides scientific training for undergraduate and graduate students.
Through blending of the great wealth and vision of the
Archbold and Roebling families, what was originally conceived as a winter estate has become one of the nation’s
premier ecological research facilities.
Visitors to Archbold Station can witness the confluence
of three great Florida histories: the land, reflecting Florida’s
most ancient ecological history; the enduring buildings
which, as Roebling described them, would stand “like the
castles on the Rhine”; and the emerging history of ecological
research in a state richly endowed with nature’s diversity.
Archbold Biological Station is an enduring and evolving
treasure for Florida and for the world.

To L e a r n M o r e
Visit www.archbold-station.org or contact the Archbold Biological Station at P.O. Box 2057, Lake Placid, FL 33862. Call
863.465.2571 or email archbold@archbold-station.org. Richard Archbold’s centennial (1907-2007) will be celebrated this year
in Lake Placid with the dedication of a mural featuring his contributions to science and conservation.
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