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A Spanish Renaissance Palace  
in a Spanish Colonial Paradise

Early in 1888, a Pullman Palace Car Company train left New York for a 
thirty-hour journey to Florida. The train brought hundreds of hotel em-
ployees and Joyce’s Military Band down the east coast of the United States 
to their ultimate destination of St. Augustine and the Hotel Ponce de 
Leon. Henry Flagler had recruited superb employees from New England’s 
summer resorts, veteran staff who would bring familiarity and comfort for 
guests at his new Florida hotel.1

 The train, the nation’s most modern of the era, arrived in St. Augustine 
also bringing distinguished northern guests to experience the Sunshine 
State’s transformation into a resort destination. Visitors included mem-
bers of the New York social register, many of whom were Flagler’s business 
colleagues and associates and had their own investments in Florida. Flag-
ler greeted his guests and escorted them into the lobby to sign the guest 
register.
 On Tuesday, January 10, 1888, the Hotel Ponce de Leon opened for a 
private party. The pleasant 80-degree day and thousands of Thomas Edi-
son’s glittering electric lights provided the backdrop for a feast in the ho-
tel’s magnificent Dining Room. The eighty guests included Frederick Wil-
liam Vanderbilt and William R. Rockefeller. These friends and business 
associates of Flagler’s illustrated the importance of railroad connections to 
the success of his Florida business operations. Both Vanderbilt and Rock-
efeller served on the boards of directors of the Lake Shore and Michigan 
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Southern Railroad and the Lake Erie and Western Railroad. Vanderbilt 
sat on the board of the New York Central Railroad and the Chicago and 
North Western Railroad. Both men commissioned Carrère & Hastings 
to design their Long Island residences. More importantly, they and their 
families were members of the new Jekyl Island Club, a social linkage that 
would serve the Ponce well in the next few years.2

 Two days later, on January 12, 1888, under cloudy skies and a mild 70 
degrees, the Ponce opened (fig. 3.1). The public toured Flagler’s remark-
able hotel, the result of architects, engineers, builders, and hundreds of 
artisans and craftsmen. Guests noted the exotic furnishings, a $1,000 table 
and two others at $600 each. Carpets had cost $85,000. The 800 Dining 
Room chairs were manufactured at $18 each. That evening a formal cel-
ebration took place for an estimated 500 guests. Newspapers throughout 
the country announced the opening, initiating a publicity tradition that 
would carry forward for the next forty years. Activities in St. Augustine, 
especially at the Ponce, drew a national audience.3

Figure 3.1. Guests gathered in the Courtyard to enjoy a variety of pastimes, such 
as this concert in 1915, during their stays at the Ponce. State Archives of Florida, 
Florida Memory, http://floridamemory.com/items/show/147790.proof
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 At the time of the hotel’s opening, St. Augustine was recovering from 
a depressed post-Civil War economy. By 1880, the city’s population had 
more than doubled to 4,000, with three to four times that number com-
ing to spend the winters. The city’s efforts to recover included the conver-
sion of Confederate General Edmund Kirby Smith’s boyhood home into a 
public library, establishment of a telegraph office, and construction of the 
Convent of the Sisters of St. Joseph. Adjacent to the bathhouse and boat 
basin east of the plaza, the military authorized establishment of Florida’s 
first yacht club, the St. Augustine Yacht Club, as a maritime defensive mea-
sure. A shell road heading north from the City Gate out of town was be-
gun; it was named San Marco Avenue. A rail line linked St. Augustine to 
Jacksonville to the north and other points to the south.4

 The thousands of winter visitors to St. Augustine hotels beginning in 
the late 1870s initiated a new and vibrant chapter in the history of this 
Spanish colonial city. In 1890, Jacksonville, the river city to the north, be-
came Florida’s largest city in terms of population, a status it retained un-
til after World War II. The last decade of the nineteenth century marked 
the end of Florida as a sparsely populated, rural Southern state as many 
Florida cities witnessed boom periods in the early twentieth century.5

 In addition to hundreds of hotel guests in St. Augustine at any one time, 
hotel employees added to the city’s population in number and cultural 
diversity. Employees included both whites and African-Americans. Annie 
MacKay was a white housekeeper who worked at the Ponce for many years 
and was mentioned in Flagler’s correspondence. Frank Thompson, in ad-
dition to serving as headwaiter, played on the Cuban Giants Negro League 
baseball team. The South, including St. Augustine, was segregated racially. 
So was the Ponce. The Kitchen was located beyond the Dining Room 
building in present-day Kenan Hall. White employees lived there in the 
upper floors. African-American men lived in a brick and frame apartment 
building on Cordova Street south of the Hotel Alcazar. African-American 
women stayed above the steam laundry building on the northwest corner 
of Valencia and Riberia Streets, two blocks west of the Ponce.6

 St. Augustine residents regarded the new hotels, facilities, infrastruc-
ture, and winter residents with mixed feelings. Some citizens expressed 
enthusiasm; others considered the changes to be destructive to the town’s 
uniqueness and charm. Regardless of the reaction, tourism was St. Augus-
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tine’s major economic vehicle. Tourism breathed new life into the centu-
ries-old Spanish town. Existing buildings were repaired and painted. New 
buildings were constructed. Colorful, subtropical plantings added to the 
European ambience in the city. Only the onset of the Great Depression in 
the 1930s challenged the strength of tourism as the economic engine in the 
nation’s oldest city.7

 On January 12, 1888, the same day that Flagler opened the Ponce, Jack-
sonville launched the Sub-Tropical Exposition. This was intended to bol-
ster Florida’s fledgling tourism market and to compete with California for 
winter visitors. Jacksonville architects Ellis and McClure designed the 
50,000-square-foot polychromatic exposition building with towers and an 
electrified fountain that served as the centerpiece of the fair complex (fig. 
3.2). Over the fair’s four-month run, Florida and its sub-tropical region’s 
life and culture were on display. The timing of the exposition paralleled 
that of the Ponce’s inaugural season.8 
 On New Year’s Day 1888, a few days before the opening of the Hotel 
Ponce de Leon and the Jacksonville Exposition, two business partners 
began another venture in Ormond Beach, fifty-two miles south of St. 

Figure 3.2. The Sub-Tropical Exposition opened in Jacksonville on January 12, 
1888, the same day as Henry Flagler’s Hotel Ponce de Leon. Both events were de-
signed to attract tourists to the southernmost frontier of Florida. State Archives of 
Florida, Florida Memory, http://floridamemory.com/items/show/37838.
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Augustine. John Anderson, a native of Portland, Maine, and Joseph Price 
of Louisville, Kentucky, had come to Florida in the 1870s for real estate in-
vestments. They met and invested in tourism, recognizing the importance 
of the arrival of the railroad to the area and construction of a bridge across 
the Halifax River. They opened the Hotel Ormond on the east side of the 
Halifax River at Granada Street in Ormond Beach. Three years later, Flag-
ler bought their hotel, hiring them as managers for the property.9

 Both the Jacksonville and Ormond Beach ventures indicated Henry 
Flagler’s influence on northeast Florida’s tourism. Advance publicity for 
the Ponce had been covered in national newspapers for months. Also, all 
three cities were linked by rail lines. The relationship of railroad and resort 
development guided the sunshine state’s growth for the next quarter cen-
tury and ensured Henry Flagler’s role as the founder of modern Florida.
 Lodging rates at the Ponce were equivalent to those charged by North-
ern resorts, with a variation in prices depending upon the caliber of the 
facility. They corresponded to tariffs charged at Cruft’s Magnolia Hotel in 
St. Augustine. The least expensive room there and at the Ponce required 
a daily tariff of $5. In contrast, charges for a large suite at the Ponce, in-
cluding meals for a guest and a maid, were $39 per day. In current terms 
that amounted to $100,000 for the winter season. After a renovation in 
1893, charges for a three-room corner suite for the season were $75 a day, 
or $250,000 in current dollars, comparable to a suite at New York’s Four 
Seasons Hotel.10

 Charges for more modest accommodations for one or two people were 
$15 to $25 per night. In the spring of 1889, one traveler chronicled his first 
visit. He described room number 112, a courtyard-facing suite composed 
of two rooms, the first of which measured about 15 feet by 12 feet. In the 
corner, a tiled fireplace with brass andirons included a mirrored over-
mantle decorated with plaster angels. Furniture was mahogany, including 
a writing desk, a dresser, and a chest of drawers, the latter two topped with 
mirrors. The desk included a built-in washstand. The furniture flanked 
the casement window that had a cream and green shade. The room was 
dominated by a table covered with a rug, as was the style of the period. 
Several chairs and an upholstered sofa completed the furnishings. The al-
cove or sleeping area, a space of roughly 10' × 12', contained the bed, a 
couple of chairs, and a Brussels carpet. Eight electric lights brightened the 
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ensemble. He commented on the high quality of service as well, noting 
that maids straightened the room as soon as it was unoccupied. A pitcher 
of ice water was provided regularly throughout the day, and for overnight 
a single block of ice was placed in a pitcher to melt slowly. Each morning 
a call button brought a staff member with hot water and, if requested, fine 
stationery.11

 The Ponce’s carved furniture in rosewood, walnut, and mahogany was 
particularly impressive in the bridal suites. Appropriately, these suites fea-
tured the most luxurious furnishings and upholstery.12

 Dozens of men and women—artists, authors, and entertainers—con-
tributed to the ambience that resulted in an international audience that 
flocked to and garnered publicity for the Ponce. Many of these talented 
men and women shared connections in New York and the White Moun-
tains, reinforcing the resort and railroad network that catered to the leisure 
class during the Gilded Age and early twentieth century. Their contribu-
tions enhanced the traveling public’s experience at Flagler’s hotels and left 
a legacy of support for the cultural arts in the community in and around 
St. Augustine. On December 19, 1887, less than a month before the Ponce’s 
scheduled opening, the New York Tribune reported the exhibition of art 
work throughout the building, complementing the architectural style of 
the hotel. Of note were Louis Comfort Tiffany’s glass windows flanking 
the entrance, and in the lobby Otto Henry Bacher’s drawings of the hotel 
entrances and Robert Frederick Blum’s watercolors.13

 Part of Flagler’s vision for the Hotel Ponce de Leon and for St. Augus-
tine as the “Winter Newport” included providing entertainment and at-
tractions for guests, paralleling the roles played by other Gilded Age re-
sorts. This expressed his interest in culture and the fine arts, again typical 
of a man of his socio-economic status, particularly as a resort developer. 
Flagler’s friendship with tobacco baron and art patron George Lorillard 
may have encouraged support for the arts. In 1885, Lorillard began con-
struction of Tuxedo Park, a real estate enclave in New York adjacent to 
which the Bronxville art colony flourished. Several of the Ponce artists and 
artisans, including Schladermundt and Bacher, came to the colony during 
that era.14

 Flagler offered salons in the Artists’ Studios building, located at the 
north end of the linearly arranged hotel complex. Two of the first artists to 
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