
History, Archaeology and Coastal Ecosystems in 
Edgewater, Maryland: 

London Town and Gardens 
and 

Smithsonian Environmental Research Center 
(SERC) 

 

Questions to guide your reading, thinking, and walking: 
1. London Town and Annapolis were both first settled in the 1650s and 

became recognizable towns by the 1680s. What factors, besides Annapolis 

becoming the colony’s capital, account for Annapolis becoming a thriving 

port city while London Town died out? 

2. The life experiences of the families who lived in the The Lord Mayor’s 

Tenement would have been dramatically different from the people who 

lived in the William Brown House. But in what ways would life have been 

similar for the residents of the two houses? 

3. Once the prosperity of an area declines, the fate of big mansions like the 

William Brown House is often in jeopardy. If they survive, it often is due 

to adaptive reuse of the structure. Why did the William Brown House 

survive and what does its reuse tell you about human values? Why didn’t 

the original Lord Mayor’s Tenement survive? 

4. Runoff from the land first became a problem in London Town and other 

Tidewater Maryland areas in the early 19
th

 century.  Runoff remains a 

major threat to the health of the Chesapeake Bay and its tributaries. How 

does early 19
th

-century runoff differ from today’s runoff in terms of type 

and impact on the Bay? 

These questions come to you courtesy of Dr. Gregory Stiverson, 

noted historian and preservationist, who will join us for our City-

as-Text wrap up. 

Please bring this page with you to the conference 
and on your City-as-Text experience. Feel free to 
print and bring the entire file. 

NOTE:  Participants need to bring money for admission to London Town and for lunch 

(information below).  Schedule for the day and admission fee information is on the next 

page. 
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9-9:30am                  Opening and Organizing 

9:30-10:00 am          Leave from hotel (Loews Annapolis) on bus 

10-11:30 am             London Town and Gardens 

11:30-11:40 am        Transport to Subway via bus 

11:40am-12:20pm    Buy lunches and enjoy lunch 

12:20-12:30pm         Transport to SERC 

12:30-2:30pm           SERC 

2:30-3:00pm             Return to hotel 

 

Admission to London Town and Gardens: 
Members of London Town Foundation - Free (see the membership page) 

Guided tour of Historic Area, interior of William Brown House and self-guided tour 

of Woodland and Ornamental Gardens - $12.00 Adults ($10 Seniors), $5.00 Youth 7-18, 

Children under 7 - Free  

Self-guided tour of site - $8.00 Adult, ($6.00 Senior), $3.00 Youth 7 -18, Children under 

7 free. 

London Town and Gardens 
All information below comes from the official website: http://www.historiclondontown.org/   Accessed March 1, 2009 

Historic London Town and Gardens is a twenty-three acre park located on the South 

River in Edgewater, Maryland. The park is owned by Anne Arundel County and 

managed by the London Town Foundation, a non-profit foundation. London Town has 

within its boundaries part of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century town of 

London, which is currently being excavated by archaeologists from the Lost Towns 

Project. 

 

 

London Town also features the William Brown House, a National Historic Landmark 

house museum; an eight-acre woodland garden; the Richard Hill Garden of native and 

imported medicinal plants; and a multi-purpose pavilion, which is rented for weddings, 

corporate and business meetings, and other special events. The pavilion is also used for 

lectures and cultural events. 

 
 

http://www.historiclondontown.org/membership.html
http://www.historiclondontown.org/
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William Brown’s House, lot 87 
By Donna Ware 

In the midst of London Town's decline, William Brown built an imposing Georgian 

structure which still stands overlooking the South River. Built between 1758 and 1764, it 

is one of two buildings that survive from colonial London Town. Brown, an aspiring 

gentleman who operated both a ferry and an inn at London Town, was also a joiner and a 

cabinetmaker. He probably served as his own "undertaker," or building contractor, as he 

did for the construction of the Upton Scott House in Annapolis. The two houses, both 

completed in 1764, bear a striking resemblance to each other. 

Brown positioned his house at 

London Town with a dramatic 

view of the South River. However, 

instead of facing north, he oriented 

it toward Scott Street, the road 

leading to the ferry landing. 

Measuring 50 by 40 feet and 49 

feet high, it is a large Georgian 

house constructed of header-bond 

brick. Header bond was a 

fashionable and expensive brick 

bonding technique used 

predominately in Maryland in the 

mid-eighteenth century, but rarely 

found elsewhere. The Brown 

House is the only known example 

with all-headerbond on all four 

elevations. The principle elevation 

of the house is marked by a 

projecting pavilion, which includes three of the seven bays on the facade. The exterior 

walls display a restrained, clean surface ornamented with a cove and quarter-round 

molded water table and a belt course. The wooden cornice survives in its unfinished state 

with empty slots for the placement of consoles. A pair of large interior chimneys project 

from the central deck of a shallow-pitch. 

The unique floor plan is composed of four elevated corner rooms separated by a central 

hall and a transverse passage. A central entrance on each elevation leads to the hall and 

passage. Except for the enigmatic elevated rooms and the location of the stairs, the plan 

resembles the main block of Blandfield in Essex County, Virginia, built in 1770. 

Architectural investigations suggest that the interior remained unfinished during the 20 

years William Brown owned the house. 

Architectural evidence supporting the use of the house as a tavern is represented by an 

arched opening in the masonry wall between the entry and the principal first floor room. 

It may have functioned as part of a bar allowing beverages to be passed into the 
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entertaining room in the rear of the house. The arch was filled and plastered over after 

Brown's ownership. 

William Brown's financial situation declined after the construction of the house. In 1758, 

a few years after he began operating the South River ferry and ordinary, Brown 

purchased two lots from Stephen West, Jr. for 150 pounds sterling. He then amassed 

enough credit to build his grand house. Indebted to James Dick, a Scottish merchant at 

London Town, for 500 pounds sterling, Brown never recovered from this lavish 

expenditure and was continually in debt after 1769. In 1782 James Dick died and Brown 

was unable to pay his debt which by then amounted to 731 pounds sterling. After 

unsuccessfully trying to sell the house, he released it to the executor's of Dick's estate. 

In 1828 the Brown House and 10 acres were acquired by Anne Arundel County for use as 

an Almshouse. It continued operation as the "poor house" until passage of the Welfare 

Act in 1965. In the 1970s, it became part of the Anne Arundel County parks system. 

The Lost Towns Project 
 

The Lost Towns Project is the search for Anne Arundel County's colonial period towns. It 

is led by county archaeologist Dr. Al Luckenbach along with his team of professional and 

amateur archaeologists. 

At London Town, intensive archival research identifies the 17th century lots of the 

original plan. The archaeological field team excavates the plow zone (top six to twelve 

inches of soil which has been plowed) and screens it for artifacts while exposing the 

subsoil beneath. In this subsoil, evidence of Colonial period buildings still exist. 

Several buildings have been 

identified at London Town which 

date from this period. Carpenters 

built the "earth fast" structures 

upon wooden posts which were 

sunk three to four feet into the 

ground. Discolorations in the clay 

subsoil are the identifiable remains 

of these support posts.  

Archaeologists locate and outline 

these structures by mapping post 

holes. 

Archaeological evidence is used to 

determine the kind of structure that once stood on the site. 
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The Lord Mayor’s Tenement 
From David Macklefish’s “The Lord Mayor’s London” 

 

Sometime around 1690, a merchant named David Macklefish arrived in newly 

established London Town. Macklefish, a Scotsman, was clearly a prominent individual in 

the early history of the town, owning more lots than any other resident during this period, 

and lending his name to the principal east-west street along the peninsula. 

In a commercial transaction, dated 1709, David Macklefish referred to himself as the 

"Lord Mayor of London." Although some historians have maintained that the title was 

unofficial, simply recognizing Macklefish's leadership in the community, the existence of 

Mayor's Court at London Town suggests instead that the position was real. 

London Town Lot 74, which bounded on Fish and Macklefish streets, appears to have 

been owned by David Macklefish, who lived on nearby Lot 49 until his death in 1711. 

Subsequently, his daughter Jane Macklefish Burgess and her husband John Burgess sold 

the property to Stephen West in 1723. 

 

The 20 by 20-foot "earthfast" or post-in-ground tenement structure discovered on Lot 74 

was apparently built to satisfy the conditions of taking up lots in London, which specified 

a 20-foot building be erected in order to maintain ownership. Presumably it was either 

rented, or was occupied by indentured servants or slaves. 
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Excavations on Lot 74 

 

In June of 1996, the Lost Towns 

Project began excavations on Lot 74 in 

search of possible buildings. The crew 

exposed "features" or stains in the soil 

for 26 postholes, a long shallow ditch, 

a clay borrow pit, and a cellar hole. 

The building "footprint" or pattern of 

postholes that emerged provided 

evidence for a 20 by 20-foot earthfast 

structure and two fencelines that once 

stood on the site. 

Hundreds of glass and ceramic shards, bone fragments, and architectural debris such as 

nails and bricks were recovered. Early ceramics, including white salt-glazed stoneware, 

creamware, and pearlware indicate that this site was occupied during the height of the 

town's existence. 

One unique artifact recovered from the site is a 

patriotic cuff link produced during the French and 

Indian War (1755 to 1762). The motto on the link 

"Success to the British Fleet," also appears on 

delftware punch bowls of the period. 

 

 

 

 

Reconstructing "Lord Mayor's Tenement" 

 

Willie Graham, an accomplished and respected 

architectural historian with the Colonial 

Williamsburg Foundation, drafted detailed plans 

for Lord Mayor's Tenement, the first building in 

the London Town historic village calendar cover. 

Graham designed the two-story, two-room 

earthfast structure using the project's 
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archaeological grid map and supporting field research. 

 

Russ Steele, a North Carolina master housewright, 

directed the reconstruction effort, enlisting the 

support of the Annapolis Woodworkers Guild and 

community volunteers. The opportunity to observe 

skilled craftsmen work with early tools and natural 

materials has has provided fascinating insights 

into colonial architecture and life in the early 

Chesapeake. 

 

 

The Lord Mayor's Tenement 

is an important educational 

tool at Historic London Town and Gardens. A working kitchen and 

hearth are used for colonial cooking demonstrations, which include 

vegetables and fruit grown in the nearby gardens. Russ and his 

volunteers are now preparing to reconstruct another town dwelling, 

the William Brown Carpenter Shop. 

 

 

 

 

The Richard Hill Garden: A Living Exhibit 
By Mollie Ridout 

 
Dr. Richard Hill was born in Anne Arundel County in 1698. He spent the first half of his 

adult life, until the age of 41, living on a tract called 

Scorton, just outside the town limits of London Town. He 

like other family members were ship owners and 

merchants. But Hill also trained as a physician, perhaps 

apprenticed to a cousin who practiced in Philadelphia. 
 

 

As a physician, Hill had a natural interest in plants for 

their medicinal properties. He made connections with 

amateur scientists in England who were eager for samples 

of North American plants. He also corresponded with 

Peter Collinson, a member of the Royal Society of 

London. The Royal Society supported and encouraged 

scientific exploration of the New World. And it was 
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Collinson who directed John Bartram, America's foremost naturalist, to visit London 

Town and meet Richard Hill. Hill and Collinson were both prolific correspondents. No 

doubt the letters they exchanged were a mother lode of information about plants in the 

London Town area, unfortunately those letters have yet to come to light and we are left 

with the names of only four plants that Hill sent to England: tall goldenrod (Solidago 

altissima) was handsomely illustrated in John Martyn's Historia plantarum rariorum, 

published in 1728 and one of the earliest works with color- printed plates; two others, 

Jerusalem Oak (Chenopodium botrys, a species of lamb's quarters) and Quinzy Root 

(Eryngium yuccifolium, now known as rattlesnake master), were commented on in 

correspondence with the Royal Society; the fourth, Cassia marilandica, or wild senna, 

exists as a dried specimen in the Sloane Herbarium, a collection of the British Museum in 

London. 

These plants form the core of a living collection, the Richard Hill Garden, at London 

Town. Joining them in the semicircular garden next to the William Brown House are 

plants that would have been known to the medical practitioners and housewives of the 

day. Some are traditional plants that Europeans brought with them --horehound, fennel, 

tansy and mint species. Of these imported plants, some stayed tamely in the gardens 

where they were planted, while others escaped to naturalize in the wild landscapes of the 

New World. While these familiar plants were purported to cure everything from 

bronchitis to inadequate milk flow to mad dog bites, the settlers in the New World would 

discover many new remedies derived from native plants of the area and long in use by the 

Indians. Such local plants include snakeroot (Cimicifuga racemosa), turtlehead (Chelone 

glabra, pinkroot (Spigelia marilandica) and big blue lobelia (Lobelia siphilitica). 

Gathered here from their diverse origins, these plants exist side by side in the Richard 

Hill Garden at London Town, providing us with a window on the past-- a window on our 

local flora, on medical history, on the practice of housewifery, and a tangible link with a 

local resident of two centuries ago. An information sheet on the garden, available at the 

Visitor Center, provides information about the specific plants in the garden and their 

uses, or for more information send us an email. 

The Gardens: A Woodland Setting 
                                                                                 By Joyce A. Riley-Greene 

 

Vistas of the South River and shady glades 

characterize London Town's woodland gardens. 

Designed as a naturalized shade garden, there 

was no attempt to recreate a garden that would 

have been found in the 17th or 18th century. A 

mixture of plants set into a landscape that is 

similar to their native habitat, it is an unusual 

and artful combination of native and exotic 

plants. Although spectacular in spring the 

gardens were designed to be fascinating year-

round. 

mailto:gardens@historiclondontown.org
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Development of the gardens began in the late 1960's. Professional and amateur 

horticulturists, area garden clubs, individual volunteers and Anne Arundel County 

Recreation & Parks staff joined forces to create a naturalistic garden that would be both 

educational and beautiful. They chose plant materials that would thrive in a wooded, 

tidewater setting and designed "gardens within gardens": the Winter Garden, featuring 

evergreens, such as mountain laurel (Kalmia latifolia), and plants with winter interest; the 

Spring Walk with spring flowering plants and the plant collections, several of which are 

noteworthy: the Hollies, species magnolias and cultivars, thousands of daffodils and an 

array of peonies including both herbaceous and tree forms. A tour of the gardens takes 

around forty-five minutes, a mile long walk encompassing eight acres to explore and 

enjoy year round the sounds, colors, scents and textures that vary from day to day. 

At the gardens entrance raised-beds or berms are filled with perennials, bulbs, shrubs and 

trees which form an attractive entrance-way into the gardens. Found just beyond the 

entrance is the Cook Memorial Garden, a collection of flowering cherries interplanted 

with daffodils and peonies. Beyond the cherries, overlooking the river is the Wedding 

Terrace, surrounded by sun-loving plants, in semi-formal beds. 

Continue on and the Spring Walk begins at the head of a man-made stream that flows to a 

pond in the Dell below. Alongside the stream are ferns, primroses, Virginia bluebells, 

violets and other wildflowers that occur in a woodland setting. The walk continues 

through azaleas, rhododendrons, dogwoods, bloodroot, epimedium and other perennials, 

trees and shrubs that flower in succession through spring into early summer. But its 

appeal does not end with summer - camellias, mahonias, stewartias and many others 

extend it year round. 

Traveling on, a grassy path leads to the Gazebo and Winter Garden. As its name implies, 

the Winter Garden is at its most interesting during the winter season. Beginning with the 

gazebo the Winter Garden ends with a view of the South River from the Winter Garden 

overlook. It is planted with deciduous trees and 

shrubs with interesting winter character: berries; 

branches and bark with distinct colors and/or 

patterns; evergreens with unusual colors or forms 

and winter blooming species including camellias. 

Starting in the Winter Garden, the Camellia Walk 

offers a collection of winter blooming camellias 

developed by Dr. William Ackerman. These plants 

were bred for cold hardiness by Dr. Ackerman and 

planted here as part of a cold hardiness trial, 

including Camellia x "Winter�s Hope" chosen from 

London Town's test plants and named after Hope 

Andrews a long time London Town volunteer. 

Hidden between the Winter Garden and the Azalea Glade, the Wildflower Walk winds it 

way through plantings of bloodroot, woodruff, trillium, lady's slipper, hardy orchids and 

other natives and leads to the top of the Azalea Glade. From here the glade's broad steps 
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descend through a planting of native rhododendrons, deciduous ones on the left and 

evergreen cultivars on the right. Both are underplanted with a wide variety of shade 

loving plants. 

The bottom of the glade opens to a splendid view of the Dell and the South River. A 

small valley, the Dell's surrounding slopes are covered with azaleas, rhododendrons and 

camellias. The stream meanders along its stony bed, from the Spring Walk, to the pond. 

Here waterlilies, lotus and iris thrive in the pond and on its banks. By the river are the 

garden's two oldest trees both willow oaks (Quercus phellos). Also found here are several 

species of large-leafed magnolias, including a 

Magnolia macrophylla unusual this far north. The 

Dell's perspective, unlike the other views at London 

Town, gives a sea-level view of the South River. Steps 

by the river lead up from the Dell to the Hollies. A 

collection of species and hybrids hollies, most of 

which were donated by The Holly Society of America, 

and many of which are now fine specimens of mature 

trees. 

As is easily noticed, London Town's gardens display 

many different plant species and cultivars and although 

not designed as historical gardens many of the plants 

date back to colonial times. The plants displayed here 

are a culmination of efforts by botanists and collectors, such as Richard Hill, who through 

the collecting and sharing of information and plants from around the world, have 

developed the wide array of plants available today. 

An Educational Program for Younger Students on  

African-American History at London Town 
We are pleased to present Sharing African American History at Historic London Town and Gardens: A 

New Humanities Program for Fourth, Fifth, and Eighth Grade Maryland Students. This program uses the 

archaeological process to discuss the important role that African Americans played in the life of Historic 

London Town and Colonial Maryland and closely follows and reinforces the Voluntary State Social 

Studies Curriculum for Maryland as well as the state and national social studies standards.  

 

The African slave trade is an important part of the history of London Town and the central focus of this 

new educational program. The experiences of African Americans are reflected in the 

archaeological discovery of a slave child buried under the floorboards of a mid 

eighteenth-century building, as well as the excavation of an African American 

dormitory used to house residents of the London Town Almshouse during the 

nineteenth century.  

Click here for a short video on the discovery and reburial: 

http://www.historiclondontown.org/africanamericanhistory/movieclips.htm  accessed March 1, 2009 

http://www.historiclondontown.org/africanamericanhistory/index.htm
http://www.historiclondontown.org/africanamericanhistory/index.htm
http://www.historiclondontown.org/africanamericanhistory/index.htm
http://www.historiclondontown.org/africanamericanhistory/movieclips.htm
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Smithsonian Environmental Research Center (SERC) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
All information comes from the official site:  http://www.serc.si.edu/   accessed March 1, 2009 

 
 

Mission Statement 
 

The Smithsonian Environmental Research Center (SERC) leads the Nation in research on 

linkages of land and water ecosystems in the coastal zone and provides society with 

knowledge to meet critical environmental challenges in the 21st century. 

 
Background Information  

 

     The greatest challenges to our environment today are in the coastal zone where 70 

percent of the world's population lives, works, and plays. These ecosystems at the land-

sea interface are also the most biologically productive, and their health is critical for the 

survival of both our oceans and our terrestrial environments. 

     The Smithsonian Environmental Research Center (SERC) is the world's leading 

research center for environmental studies of the coastal zone. Our accomplishments range 

from running some of the longest continuous ecological studies in the world, to creating 

new technology that expands the horizons of science. 

     For 40 years, SERC has been involved in critical research, professional training for 

young scientists, and environmental education. The research center, 25 miles from the 

Nation's Capital, lies along the western shores of the Chesapeake Bay and serves as a hub 

for studies that extend around the globe. 

     A diverse staff of 16 senior scientists and an interdisciplinary team of more than 180 

researchers, technicians, and students conduct long-term descriptive and experimental 

research addressing such issues as global change, the effects of nutrients and chemicals 

passing through our landscapes, maintenance of productive fisheries, changes to our 

environment from biological invaders, and protection of fragile wetlands and woodlands. 

 

http://www.serc.si.edu/
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At The Center: 
As a highly visible and fragile ecosystem on the doorstep of the 

nation's capital, the Chesapeake Bay is indicative of the complex 

environmental issues facing the world. SERC's main campus 

encompasses 2,800 acres of land along the Rhode River, a 

subestuary of the Bay, and includes forest, cropland, pasture, 

freshwater wetlands, tidal marshes, and estuaries. Much of our 

research focuses on this subestuary and its 12-square-mile 

watershed as a representative model system for the enormous 

(64,000-square-mile) Chesapeake drainage basin. 

     Like the Chesapeake watershed, the Rhode River site has been impacted by human 

activities such as agriculture, forestry, and extensive commercial fishing, with an influx 

of diffuse pollutants in the tributaries and estuarine basin. The Research Center serves as 

a natural laboratory and a focal point for long-term monitoring programs and research 

projects. 

 

Around the World: 
Expanding outward from the main campus, SERC researchers 

conduct studies at field sites around the world-from Australia to 

Belize and Antarctica to Alaska. Visiting scientists come from 

across the globe to study at our central facility which has become 

one of the world's premier training facilities for the next generation 

of environmental scientists-786 undergraduate interns and 460 post-

doctoral, pre-doctoral and graduate student fellows from around the 

world have conducted research at SERC. On average, 47 interns and 

33 fellows participate in SERC's professional training program 

annually. 

     SERC is the headquarters for the National Ballast Water Clearinghouse and a leader in 

the field of invasive species research. SERC houses the 

world's longest data record on the increase in ultraviolet 

(UVB) solar radiation impacting the Earth, and developed 

the standardized tool for measuring UVB radiation. Our 

Scientists conduct groundbreaking research on migratory 

birds on both american continents and on human health 

issues such as West Nile Virus. 

 

Education: 
Through collaborations with other organizations, SERC's message of estuarine ecology 

reaches a national and international audience. Last year, 80 distance learning video 

conferences and electronic field trips attracted 20 million participants. From the regional 

community, nearly 10,000 students (kindergarten through college), visit SERC annually 

to participate in our hands-on science education programs. Our education department also 

runs teacher-training workshops and educational programs for adults that are open to the 

general public. 
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History 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Simple Bequest 

A simple bequest, a defunct dairy 

farm, and an institutional secretary 

with a vision launched the evolution 

of one of the Nation's leading 

environmental research centers.  

      In 1964, Mr. Robert Lee Forrest of 

Baltimore bequeathed his 365 acre 

Java dairy farm and other holdings on 

the Rhode River in southern Anne 

Arundel County, Maryland, to the 

Smithsonian Institution. Initial 

discussions entertained the idea of 

selling the property to add to the Smithsonian's endowment. But the new incoming 

secretary, S. Dillon Ripley persuaded the Institution to consider holding on to it and 

exploring the property's potential.  

      It quickly became apparent that the Java farm and surrounding area provided a wide 

variety of habitats for terrestrial, wetland, and estuarine field biology and ecology. The 

center was officially established in 1965 as the Chesapeake Center for Field Biology with 

the expectation that scientists from the Smithsonian, local universities and government 

agencies would use the site for filed collecting trips. Major on-site facilities and staff 

were not part of the initial vision.  

      The value of the site drew interest from both researchers and outside fundors, and 

with a $375,000 grant from the Ford Foundation, followed by six more grants totaling 

$550,000 by the end of 1969, the Smithsonian purchased 568 additional acres of 

adjoining land, bringing the total to 933 acres. Although the site was originally 

considered for field collection only, by 1969, a facilities development plan was beginning 

to take shape in addition to land acquisition interests.  

      Research was being conducted on site, and researchers needed a place to do it. 

Twenty years of abandonment had deteriorated the old barns on the original Java farm, 

and most of them had to be destroyed. However, one cow barn was saved and converted-

the downstairs cow stanchions were turned into small laboratories, and the upstairs hay 

loft was converted into a dormitory. The living work experience for student interns was 

1964 
365-acre  

Java Farm 
bequethed to 
Smithsonian. 

1965 
Chesapeake 

Center for 
Field Biology 
Established 

as a 
collecting 

site.  

1970-1974 
First Staff biologist hired.-
-15 researchers working 

at the site, 43 articles 
published in scientific 

journals from site 
research. Long-term 
monitoring stations 

established to collect 
meteorological and water 

quality data. 

1980s 
Center renamed, 
public education 
program expands 

adding trail system 
and canoe tours. 
Research focus 
expands beyond 
Chesapeake Bay 
to comparative 

sites.  

1985-Present 
Continued steady 
growth as SERC 

expands to a 
2800 acre site 
with research 

interests around 
the world.  

 

One of the only remains from the original Java 
Dairy farm, this silo, alongside the laboratory was 

removed in 1996.  



14 

 

launched, and the Smithsonian's Rhode River research site, though still in its infancy, had 

developed into an active research and educational facility.  

In 1970, the Chesapeake Bay Center for Field Biology 

changed names and was called the Chesapeake Bay 

Center for Environmental Studies (CBCES). By that 

time, a botanical survey had been made of the site, the 

watershed had been mapped, and various forms of 

weather data had been collected. Land acquisition 

continued at a rapid pace, and by the mid 70's, the 

Smithsonian owned 1800 acres of property, allowing 

it to conceive of the goal of owning or protecting most 

of the undeveloped waterfront and near-waterfront 

lands on the Rhode River.  

      By 1974, at least 15 scientists from the 

Smithsonian, the USGS and local universities were 

conducting research at the center which produced 43 

articles and journal publications by 1975. Plant 

Physiologist Bert Drake began working on tidal marsh 

plant communities (and continues today with the longest-running field study on the 

effects of atmospheric CO2 in the world). A meteorological and water quality monitoring 

station was set up at the end of the dock in 1970, and continues to operate today. The first 

of what would become many stream gauging stations along Muddy Creek River was 

installed and began the decades-long monitoring of the stream that continues today.  

      It was obvious early on that a resident scientific staff was needed to develop long-

term programmatic research theme, and by 1974, the first staff scientist was hired to work 

fully on site. Jim Lynch who had just obtained his Ph.D. from Berkeley in zoology began 

developing the terrestrial animal ecology program that continues at the center today. The 

first new construction was completed in 1975 when the visitor's center opened its doors. 

     The importance of this unique site, which encompasses a permanent base with both 

land and water holdings was almost immediately recognized and the center's overarching 

research themes began to focus on the connections between the atmosphere, watershed, 

and estuary, and on human impacts on those systems.  

      The center continued to grow throughout the 70's and early 80's with the construction 

of a laboratory building, the formal establishment of an education program for young 

scientists, and later a program for public education, and the continued production of 

important scientific results. Between 1983 and 1985, some of the members of the 

Smithsonian Radiation Biology Laboratory (RBL) in Rockville, Maryland, moved their 

studies to the Chesapeake Bay Environmental Research Center and after the RBL closed 

in 1985, the Chesapeake Bay Environmental Research Center was renamed the 

Smithsonian Environmental Research Center (SERC).  

     In the mid 80's the public education program began to grow with the establishment of 

the Discovery Trail and the Muddy Creek canoe trips. Between the science and 

education, SERC was poised for a period of steady growth that continues today. By 1993, 

there were 80 employees and about 98 research associates, visiting scientists, fellows, 

graduate students, interns and volunteers.  

 

While dairy farming is no 

longer practiced on SERC 

property, or in much of Anne 

Arundel County, small cattle 

farms still survive nearby.  
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      Though initially focused on the Rhode River and Chesapeake Bay, the research 

quickly took on global significance as researchers began seeing the Chesapeake Bay as a 

model for the complex environmental issues facing the world. Expanding outward from 

our main campus, our scientists now conduct comparative studies throughout the world, 

and a cadre of international scientists visits SERC annually.  

      Today, SERC encompasses 2800 acres of land, and is home to a diverse staff of 16 

senior scientists and supports an interdisciplinary team of more than 180 researchers, 

technicians, and students carrying out their work at SERC and at field stations from 

Alaska to Antarctica, from Belize to Australia.  


