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America Uncovered:

This series uncovers the hidden foundations of American cities: who built them, who controlled them, who was erased from their origin stories, and how competing empires, cultures, and peoples shaped the ground we stand on today.

Each volume focuses on a single place at a decisive moment—Spanish, French, Indigenous, African, British, or American—revealing how conquest, diplomacy, slavery, resistance, and ambition forged the city’s identity long before it became part of the United States.

These are not romantic origin tales, but lost structural beginnings. Each book stands alone, but together they reconstruct a national pattern: America as an imperial project layered over Indigenous land, contested by global powers, and built by people whose names rarely made it into textbooks.
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Introduction
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THE BEGINNING WE WERE Taught

Ask most Americans where their country began, and the answer comes easily: Plymouth Rock. Jamestown. A narrow strip of the Atlantic coast where English settlers struggled, endured, and, so the story goes, gave birth to a nation. This version of the past is familiar, comforting, and incomplete.

The truth is that America did not begin there.  America’s first real “founding fathers” did not answer to names like Washington or Adams. Their names were Pedro Menéndez de Avilés, who sailed into a mosquito-thick harbor in 1565 and claimed it for Spain; Francisco López de Mendoza Grajales, who celebrated the first recorded Catholic Mass in what is now the continental United States; and Martín de Argüelles Jr., born in 1566, the first documented child of European descent born on what would become American soil.

From the beginning, it was not an English story. It was Spanish soldiers and sailors. It was Africans—both enslaved and free—who sustained the colony through their labor and skill, and whose descendants would shape its future. It was Italians and Greeks recruited to farm the frontier in the eighteenth century, Germans seeking opportunity, and Irish priests serving a Catholic outpost on the edge of Protestant North America. It was the Timucua, Guale, and Apalachee peoples, whose towns predated any European claim and whose alliances, resistance, and endurance defined the region’s fate. This is not a footnote. It is a different origin story.

More than forty years before Jamestown and more than half a century before Plymouth, a permanent European settlement already existed on the North American mainland. It was established not by English Protestants seeking liberty but by Spanish Catholics securing empire. It was multiracial, militarized, hierarchical, and durable. And it has been largely written out of the national story.

That place was St. Augustine.

When we say America was “multicultural,” we think of the decades-long melting-pot immigration. But St. Augustine was multilingual and multiethnic from the outset. Spanish commanders governed Indigenous allies, African militia members defended the town’s walls, and intermarriage blurred categories that later centuries would try to harden. In 1738, just north of the city, Spain sanctioned Fort Mose, the first legally recognized free Black settlement in what would become the United States—a refuge for people escaping British slavery.

That changes things.

It unsettles the tidy narrative that America began as an English Protestant experiment and later became diverse. It complicates the idea that immigration is a modern disruption of an original cultural purity. There was no purity. There was collision, negotiation, coercion, and adaptation—right from the start.

If the first permanent European city in the continental United States was already African, Indigenous, Mediterranean, and Atlantic in character, then race in America was not born in a vacuum of sameness. It was forged in proximity. Immigration was not an afterthought. It was foundational. St. Augustine was America’s first true melting pot—before the phrase existed and before the myth of homogeneity took hold.

And yet, almost no one remembers.

Founded in 1565, St. Augustine is the oldest continuously occupied European-founded city in the United States. This is not a disputed claim. It is a documented fact. Yet for most Americans, St. Augustine is remembered—if at all—as a tourist destination, a regional curiosity, or a historical footnote. It is rarely treated as foundational.

We celebrate Plymouth Rock, reenact Jamestown, and teach the thirteen colonies as the beginning. Meanwhile, the city that predates them all endures quietly on Florida’s coast, its streets older than the nation, its story folded into shadow. Recovering this beginning is not to diminish what came later. It is to widen the lens. America did not begin as a single thread gradually weaving in others. It began as a knot—tight, contested, entangled from the first moment.

This book begins with a simple yet provocative question: How did the first enduring colony in American history, St. Augustine, disappear from the nation's collective memory?

The answer is not ignorance, but selection.

The United States inherited its origin story from those who won power—political, cultural, and intellectual—after independence. That story privileged the English language, Protestant belief, and narratives of self-rule. Spanish Florida fit none of those categories. It represented empire before nationhood, Catholic authority before dissent, and racial complexity before the rigid binaries that later defined American law and identity.

St. Augustine complicates the story Americans know. It forces a reckoning with the fact that America began not as an experiment in liberty but as a contested imperial frontier. Africans—enslaved and free—were present from the beginning. Indigenous peoples were not merely obstacles to settlement but participants in alliances, resistance, and survival. That continuity, not rebellion, was the first defining feature of life on this land under European rule.

Acknowledging St. Augustine as foundational is not to celebrate the Spanish empire or to replace one myth with another. It is to recognize that the United States did not emerge from a single moral arc or cultural tradition. Instead, it emerged from a collision among empires, peoples, religions, and systems of power.

History is not just what happened. It is what is remembered, taught, and elevated. St. Augustine was not forgotten by accident. It was sidelined because it unsettled the story Americans wanted to tell about themselves. This book restores that beginning—not to diminish Jamestown or Plymouth, but to place them where they belong: after. If we are serious about understanding America—its contradictions, its hierarchies, its unfinished struggles—we must start where the story actually begins, not with pilgrims or pioneers, but with a stone fortress on the Florida coast, built to last, and a colony that refused to disappear.

The pages that follow return American history to its true starting point and ask what changes when we do.
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Part I — Before the English
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Chapter 1 — America Begins in Florida[image: ]
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Great conquests trouble, where contempt may please—the one yields glory, and the other ease.

—WILLIAM ALEXANDER, 1st Earl of Stirling

The Siege No One Remembers

THE CANNONS BEGAN AT dawn.

The air smelled of wet powder and smoke rising through the palmettos as the first blast broke the silence. The bone-shaking thud of the guns rolling over the earth shattered the humid stillness, and the world trembled—each explosion sending sand skyward, each recoil thumping the ground like distant thunder.

The British flag still flew over Fort George, snapping in the Gulf wind, but the ground beneath it belonged to someone else. Spanish artillery, hauled through swamps and pine barrens, had advanced for weeks. Trenches zigzagged toward the British lines, sand slick with spring rain and powder smoke. This was Pensacola—the capital of British West Florida and what Britain called its fourteenth royal colony in North America. It was a colony most Americans have never heard of, and it was about to fall.

In the spring of 1781, just months before Yorktown, while General Washington watched and waited in the north and British redcoats marched through the Carolinas, a parallel war raged under the punishing Gulf Coast sun. As American fortunes shifted around Virginia, the siege of Pensacola unfolded far to the south, bearing little resemblance to the Revolution of familiar history books. Here, no famous portraits awaited painting, and no frontiersmen or patriots crouched behind stone walls. There was only mud, mosquitoes, and the steady barrage of Spanish artillery pounding the British fleet.

[image: The image depicts a historical map of Florida, highlighting the division between East and West Florida during the period of 1763 to 1784.
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Map of East and West Florida c 1763

FLORIDA ENTERED THE war not as a rebellious partner to the Patriot cause but as a recent imperial prize. In 1763, following the Seven Years' War, Spain handed Florida to Britain in exchange for Havana. The transfer reshaped the Gulf Coast overnight. What had been a sprawling but loosely held Spanish province became two new British colonies: East Florida and West Florida.

West Florida stretched from the Mississippi to the Apalachicola River, including parts of present-day Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, and the Florida Panhandle. Pensacola—a modest but strategic port—became its capital. East Florida ran from the Apalachicola River across the peninsula to the Atlantic Ocean. Its capital was St. Augustine—by then a settlement of several hundred buildings and thousands of permanent residents who had weathered two centuries of storms, sieges, and shifting flags.

When we picture the American Revolution, we imagine thirteen colonies strung along the Atlantic seaboard. Yet in 1776, there were not 13 British colonies in North America but 15. Florida, divided into East and West, did not join the rebellion. The 14th and 15th colonies remained loyal to the Crown, making Pensacola more than a distant outpost; it became a pivot point in a war that would span oceans and continents.

Spain held no formal alliance with the Patriots but rather had entered the conflict as an enemy of Britain after decades of conflict between the two nations. Spanish forces struck British positions along the Mississippi, seized Baton Rouge and Mobile, and now laid siege to Pensacola, the last British stronghold on the Gulf. 

Yet across these contested coasts and river valleys, Native nations such as the Timucua, Calusa, and Choctaw weighed their own interests and shifted alliances, sometimes negotiating with Spanish or British commanders and at other times resisting encroachment from both. For these Indigenous nations, the siege was not simply a struggle between rival European empires but another moment in an ongoing fight to defend land and autonomy in a volatile borderland.

We are told the American Revolution was fought in Boston, Saratoga, and Yorktown. But we do not remember that Spain—operating from Louisiana, Cuba, and Florida—helped break Britain’s southern flank. Florida was not an empty backwater during the Revolution but strategic, contested ground. In fact, the oldest permanent European city in what is now the United States was not British at all. It was Spanish.

The narrative of English ships, English charters, and English settlers carving a future from the wilderness is tidy, linear, and Protestant. But that is not where this continent’s European chapter began. More than four decades before Jamestown, Spain had already planted its standard on the Florida coast and built a settlement that would endure. The city was San Agustín.

From that beginning, Florida became a bargaining chip in European diplomacy and a frontier laboratory where Spain tested the mechanics of empire in North America. On the maps drafted in Madrid, Florida appeared as a tidy expanse of color—an imperial possession rendered in confident ink. But the cartographers had never felt the ground shift beneath their feet. This was a borderland that refused to hold still. The flags above St. Augustine and Pensacola changed four times in sixty years.

Yet beneath the pageantry of empire, something more enduring persisted. The mechanics of survival, the networks of trade, the accommodations among peoples, and the knowledge of how to wrest a living from this unforgiving coast ground on regardless of which monarch's portrait hung in the governor's hall.

And yet it sits in the margins of the American story.

Why?

Partly because it was Catholic instead of Protestant. Partly because it was Spanish rather than English, and partly because, when Britain briefly took Florida in 1763, the Spanish chapter was inconvenient to the narrative of Patriotic destiny. But mostly because history is often written by those who inherit the power and the language of the winners. 

The standard story ignores two centuries of Spanish maps, missions, and fortresses pressed into the sand. Public memory is shaped not just by what happened, but by which stories are chosen to fill the pages and classrooms. Yet the old Spanish city, ever worn and watchful, endured.
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SPANISH AMERICA

To understand the significance of Pensacola and St. Augustine, we need to step back in time—beyond the Revolution and British rule. Rewind two centuries to when Spain’s empire stretched across the Atlantic, and Florida was not an afterthought but a frontier of faith, gold, and empire. Before the Pilgrims and the Mayflower. Before the word “American” meant what it would one day come to mean. The dawn of an empire did not break in Massachusetts or Virginia: it began as Spain’s dream of settling a new territory more than 4,000 miles across the ocean. 

1513 — Ponce de León and The First Claim

Before there was a fort on a European map, there was a shoreline. In the spring of 1513, a fleet of three small ships approached land along Florida’s Atlantic coast.​[1] They were the Santiago, the San Cristóbal, and the Santa María de la Consolación. 

When Juan Ponce de León sighted the land, he named it La Florida—likely for the Easter season, Pascua Florida, and for the lushness that met his eyes from the deck. He claimed it for the Spanish Crown. That act, the simple ritual of raising a banner and reading a declaration, transformed inhabited land into imperial property in the eyes of European law. And it would redraw centuries of human history on the peninsula.

[image: ]

Map of La Florida, 1513

THE LAND PONCE DE LEÓN claimed was vast and undefined. “La Florida” in 1513 did not resemble the modern state. It referred broadly to the southeastern portion of North America—at times stretching well beyond today’s peninsula. Maps would shrink and stretch the borders for decades as knowledge caught up with ambition. The 1513 voyage also did not establish a permanent settlement. It was reconnaissance—mapping coastlines, noting currents, identifying anchorages, and making contact, sometimes violently, with local populations.

The claim was intentionally elastic; by keeping boundaries vague, Spain could later argue that the land had always been theirs. In 1513, Spain was not exploring solely for wonder or curiosity. It was consolidating power.

The conquest of the Caribbean was already underway, and the Spanish Crown had tasted the possibilities of empire. Gold was being exported from Puerto Rico (Hispaniola), and it wanted more: more land, more labor, more souls to convert, and more strategic advantage over rival European powers.

Florida offered Spain three temptations—each powerful enough on its own, irresistible together.

First, geography.

The peninsula jutted into the Atlantic like a bent elbow, curving protectively around the Bahama Channel, a tight, fast-moving corridor that funneled ships leaving the Caribbean north before they caught the Gulf Stream home to Europe. In 1513, the treasure fleets had not yet reached their later scale, but the pattern was already forming: silver and gold would move through these waters. So would sugar, hides, dyes, and human cargo. 

Control Florida, and you did not merely possess land. You watched the sea and guarded the artery through which imperial wealth would eventually pulse. If Florida were unattended, you left the empire’s throat exposed. 

Second, resources—real or imagined.

Spain’s Atlantic expansion was fueled as much by rumor as by proven riches. Word traveled ahead of proof. Stories of wealthy northern chiefdoms circulated among sailors and settlers in the Caribbean. Mexico and Peru had already shown what was possible when rumor met conquest. Florida, poorly mapped yet vast in European imagination, might be the threshold to another inland empire. Or, at the very least, it might yield labor, timber, pitch, and tar—whatever could be extracted and shipped.

The point was not certainty, but possibility. And possibility was enough to justify another voyage.

Third, prestige and preemption.

In the early sixteenth century, empire was a race carried out across the water. France probed the Atlantic as England watched. An unclaimed coastline was an invitation. A harbor left undefended was a future rival’s foothold. Claim early, and you establish precedent. With precedent, you possess an argument when diplomats draw lines on maps decades later. In this Atlantic world, absence was dangerous. To be missing from a coastline was to concede it.

Florida, then, was not a wilderness curiosity but a strategic maritime shield. It was a wager on wealth and a line in the sand drawn before anyone else could draw theirs first.

[image: The image is a detailed, textured map of the Eastern United States, highlighting the geography of Florida.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Illustration, Map of Atlantic Coast

Ponce de León’s time in Florida was brief. He landed somewhere along the eastern shore, then charted the Atlantic coast down to the Florida Keys and north along the Gulf coast. In that first moment, Florida was not yet a place you could hold. It was a coastline you could name, a set of bearings you could record, and proof you could carry back across the sea.

The true prize of the voyage was not the sand under his boots but the argument he could later make at court. A man could “find” land and still lose it to a better-connected rival unless the Crown sealed his rights in ink. If Florida was going to become his project, he needed to move quickly.

So he did the most practical thing imaginable: he left Florida behind and went to Spain. In Seville, those discoveries became documents. At the Casa de Contratación, the empire’s bureaucrats took his reports, revised their master charts, and incorporated Florida into the official geography of Spanish power. The Atlantic coast became a line on the Padrón Real. The idea of Florida hardened first in maps and paperwork, long before it hardened into a fort. 

Ponce de León won what explorers always seek: authorization. But empire is never only about ambition; it is about timing. When his patron, King Ferdinand, died in 1516, court politics shifted beneath his feet. Claims had to be defended again, and grants re-argued. While he waited, other Spaniards treated “Florida” the way frontier men often do: as a place to raid, a place to take.

––––––––
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1521— THE FIRST SETTLEMENT

By the time he set sail in 1521, Juan Ponce de León was not chasing a mythical fountain. He carried a royal license to establish a colony. The paperwork was explicit: claim the land, build a settlement, and make Spain’s presence permanent. He needed to turn the previous claim into a foothold. To the Crown, it was a possession waiting to be secured. 

He brought roughly 200 colonists, primarily adult men, along with priests, craftsmen, farmers, horses, and livestock. This was not a scouting mission. It was an attempt to root Spain in Florida soil, to turn rumor into acreage and coastline into empire.

What they sought was tangible: land to cultivate, authority to wield, and—if fortune favored them—gold. Florida was envisioned as the next extension of Spain’s expanding Atlantic world, a place that might yield wealth or at least secure Spain’s strategic reach. 

They stepped onto Florida’s southwest coast, likely somewhere near present-day Charlotte Harbor, with animals, tools, and seeds. The choreography of colonization was familiar by then: land, fortify, plant, convert. The land would yield crops, and the people would yield labor. Spain would gain a foothold on the peninsula that guarded the empire’s sea lanes.

But Florida was not an empty stage.

For millennia, Florida’s coast had been surf and low dunes, and villages that watched from a distance. This land was already owned by people who did not recognize the authority of a distant king.
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Timucua People

FLORIDA WAS HOME TO complex Indigenous societies—Timucua in the north and east, Calusa in the southwest, Apalachee in the panhandle, and others whose political networks predated Spanish contact by centuries. These were not scattered bands but organized communities with agriculture, trade routes, and spiritual systems deeply rooted in place.
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BEFORE FLAGS

Before Spain named Florida, it already had another name. Not on parchment or in royal decrees, but in rivers, fishing grounds, and pathways cut through pine flatwoods. Before the missions, forts, and sieges, Florida was already ordered, governed, and claimed. Their authority came not from a distant monarch but from generations of lived presence in the peninsula’s rivers, forests, and Gulf waters. To tell Florida’s story honestly, we begin here—not with a flag, but with the people already there. 

Geography as Government

Florida’s geography did not merely shape Indigenous life; it structured it. The peninsula is long and narrow, threaded with rivers, wetlands, pine barrens, and coastal shallows. Movement followed water, and power followed food sources. No single polity controlled the entire region because the land itself resisted centralization.

In the north, agriculture fostered denser settlement and mound-building hierarchies. In the southwest, fisheries supported centralized maritime authority. In the interior, dispersed communities relied on seasonal mobility and kin networks. Political systems were tuned to ecology—resilient, sometimes rivalrous, and always pragmatic. Alliances shifted. Trade routes linked the Gulf to the Atlantic. Copper, shell, and ritual objects moved through networks older than European navigation in these waters. When Spain arrived, it did not encounter an empty coastline or wilderness. It encountered competitors.

The Timucua — The North and the Interior

The Timucua lived across northern Florida and into what is now southern Georgia. They were not a single centralized nation but a constellation of chiefdoms bound by language and cultural ties. Their world followed the rivers.

The St. Johns, the Suwannee, the inland lakes, and the marshes were not obstacles; they were highways. Villages were often positioned near waterways, and authority rested with local chiefs who governed through kinship networks and reciprocal obligations. Power was personal, negotiated, and embedded in ritual and redistribution.
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