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Edison river retreat to be recreated 
By Laura Ruane 

 

http://www.news-press.com/story/news/2015/08/29/edison-ford-estates-add-riverfront-

pavilion-social-educational-group-use/71319740/ 

 

A river pavilion where Fort Myers’ most-famous couple and their friends fished, relaxed and 

socialized around the turn of the 20th century will be recreated starting this fall. 

 

Edison & Ford Winter Estates President & CEO Chris Pendleton calls it “the most exciting thing 

we’ve done since the restoration of the Edison and Ford homes. 

 

“It will create something we can use as a classroom, as an event center, as just a casual place 

to rest for visitors, and give us a chance to talk about the ecology, the geography, the 

Caloosahatchee.” 

 

Southwest Florida’s riverine treasures were important to inventor Thomas Edison and to 

automaker and Edison’s winter neighbor Henry Ford, Pendleton said. “This will give us a 

chance to bring it up to date, and make it relevant today.” 

 

The pavilion has a colorful past. 

 

McGregor Boulevard was little more than a cowpath when the Edisons decided to build a 

winter home and laboratory here in the late 1800s. Boats and barges were crucial to local 

construction. 

 

According to archival documents, the pier or dock was one of the first structures Edison had 

built on the site, so construction materials could be efficiently offloaded onto his property. 

By 1903, however, a warehouse at the foot of the dock was razed, and a “small house” was 

built at the end of the dock. 

 

Correspondence from the Edison family and employees indicates about this time, the structure 

began to be used more for entertainment and recreation. 

http://www.news-press.com/story/news/2015/08/29/edison-ford-estates-add-riverfront-pavilion-social-educational-group-use/71319740/
http://www.news-press.com/story/news/2015/08/29/edison-ford-estates-add-riverfront-pavilion-social-educational-group-use/71319740/


 
Edisons’ pier and pier pavilion, with unidentified man at entrance, circa 1915 (Photo: 

Edison & Ford Winter Estates archive) 

 

Mitchell Mannering described it in a 1914 article for National Magazine: 

 

“A long pier extends into the river, illuminated at night with electric lights, leading to a cool 

and shaded shelter from sun and showers where visitors can rest in the covered chairs or 

swings or fish to their heart’s content from rocking chairs.” 

 

Mannering noted: “When night comes and the electric lights flash out of the velvety darkness 

and the red, green and white lights of the motor boats flash above the phosphoric glow of the 

river water; while music, distant sounds and weird ‘voices of the night’ add to the mystic 

spell, the effect on the senses is almost charming beyond description.” 

 

Pendleton hopes to break ground on the 21st century version of the pavilion in early 

November, and have it ready in time for Edison’s birthday celebration Feb. 11. 



 
The land on the right side of the photo will house the new Edison & Ford Winter Estates will break ground 
on a riverfront pavilion. It will be used to attract group business, mainly social and educational events. 
Decades ago there was a pavilion, at the end of the Edisons' pier. They decided to build the pavilion on 
land to avoid damage from occurring during future storms. You can see the entrance to the old Edison 
Pier once stood. (Photo: Andrea Melendez/The News-Press) 
 

The pavilion will be situated in the river inlet the estates calls Edison Cove. It’s within view of 

pilings for the former pier, on the northeast corner of the Estates, near Edison Ford Marina. 

The Federal Emergency Management Agency is major funder for this restoration, contributing 

$159,000. A $26,500 state grant will be matched with revenues the estates previously 

deposited with the city of Fort Myers, owner of the historic attraction. 

 

A general contractor hasn’t yet been selected. Wiley Parker, principal at Parker Mudgett Smith 

Architects, led the design of the 32-foot by-40-foot structure, which uses contemporary 

materials and building codes, including ADA accessibility. 

 

“We tried to replicate as much as we could without getting into the exact historic placement,” 

Parker said. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Put pavilion on land 

 

 

 
Edisons’ pier and pier pavilion, with unidentified man at entrance, circa 1915 (Photo: 

Edison & Ford Winter Estates archive) 

 

The exact historic placement was on a pier or dock that at one time, ran almost 1,000 feet 

into the river. 

 

Over decades, wind, rain and whitecaps gnawed at the structure, despite periodic rebuilds, 

Pendleton said. In recent years, restoring the pier was deemed impractical for a number of 

reasons, financial and FEMA. 

 

The federal agency, however, was open to an alternative restoration proposal, noting how 

that stretch of riverfront “gets buffeted by storms,” Pendleton said. 

 

The solution: Put the pavilion on land, but aligned as Edison did just about everything of 

consequence at his winter home: parallel to McGregor and to the Caloosahatchee River. 

The 1,600-square-foot structure with built-in corner benches will be multipurpose, serving 

educational, scientific and social pursuits. 

 

Pendleton envisions students and faculty of Florida Gulf Coast University using it as an 

operations base for research into river ecology estates visitors occasionally could observe. 

 

It’s too early for details to be worked out, but “we have the faculty and students well-equipped 

to do that sort of research,” said Robert Gregerson, professor of biology and dean of the 

College of Arts and Sciences. 

 



Caloosahatchee ecology also will be focus of signs in the pavilion that will include color photos 

and text from the South Florida Water Management District “to help the Caloosahatchee and 

the visitors to understand the importance of the habitat,” said Phil Flood, Fort Myers-based 

intergovernmental representative with the water management district. 

 

Estates leaders are confident this addition will only enhance the appeal of the historic 

attraction that draws about 250,000 visitors yearly, yielding about $4.2 million in admissions. 

The pavilion is expected to be popular with weddings and other group events that earn the 

attraction about $70,000 annually. 

 

At a glance 

What: Edison & Ford Winter Estates 

Where: 2350 McGregor Blvd., Fort Myers 

Phone: 334-7419 

Hours: Open 9 a.m.-5:30 p.m. daily 

Tours: Guided and self-guided versions offered; admission varies by age visitor and tour 

selected. 

Learn more: edisonfordwinterestates.org 

 


